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Abstract 
Since the 1970s the Australian church has been grappling with successive waves of 
migration, as well as its complicity in colonisation and the consequent displacement of 
First Peoples. This context, reflected in other Western countries, has led to a proliferation 
of theological work that explores the reality of living in a colonised and multicultural context 
and champions the theological insights of those marginal to mainstream Western society. 
These works have provided challenge and critique to how the Western church, including 
the Australian church, understands what it means to be church.  
While such concerns have been significant within the academy, there has been little 
consideration of how people in congregations have wrestled with similar issues. Given this 
lack of focus, the purpose of the thesis is to explore how 'ordinary' theologians, people with 
little formal academic theological training, articulate what it means to be a multicultural 
church and a church for and with First Peoples in the Australian context. The research 
questions are: how do ordinary members of the Uniting Church articulate what it means to 
be a multicultural church and a church with and for First Peoples? And what relationship 
do these reflections have with the official statements of the church on these topics? 
These questions are addressed through a methodology constructed from the assumptions 
of practical theology, empirical ecclesiology and ordinary theology. The particular 
population of 'ordinary' theologians, young adult leaders in the UCA, participated in a 
series of semi-structured interviews addressing the meaning of being a multicultural 
church and a church for and with First Peoples. These interviews were brought into critical 
conversations with official Uniting Church statements as well as related academic 
scholarship.  
Through this merging of horizons, it is demonstrated that the vision of the official 
statements and that of the young adults affirm and enhance each other in many respects. 
This includes an emphasis on the reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation and on 
‘walking together’ in ‘real’ relationships. The young adults and official statements also 
share a frustration that there is little evidence that the decisions of the past have been 
embraced in all parts of the life of the UCA. The challenge for the UCA comes from the 
young adults’ expectation of personal, intimate relationships within the church and their 
insistence on seeking, rather than avoiding, discomfort in order for these relationships to 
develop. In the final chapter these insights are brought together in a reflection on a posture 
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of whole-heartedness and pilgrimage towards being a multicultural church and a church 
with and for First Peoples. Such a posture could further facilitate the embedding of the 
vision for the UCA to be a such a church.  
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1. Introduction: A story and some questions 
In July 2009 I was a member of the 12th National Assembly of the Uniting Church in 
Australia (UCA).1 At this Assembly, a task group, consisting of members of the Uniting 
Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress (UAICC) and the Assembly Standing 
Committee, brought a proposal to change the Preamble to the Uniting Church 
Constitution.2 The proposed Preamble, as well as narrating the events which led to union, 
included an acknowledgement of Indigenous peoples as the First Peoples of Australia and 
all others as Second Peoples. It recognised God’s activity with First Peoples before 1788 
and recited the mixed legacy of the uniting churches’ interaction with First Peoples in 
Australia.3 The new Preamble, with a few amendments to the original proposal, was 
approved by the Assembly and, per the Constitution, sent to Synods and Presbyteries for 
their decisions. In 2010 a majority of the Synods and over two-thirds of the Presbyteries in 
the Uniting Church approved the new Preamble and, consequently, it became part of the 
Constitution of the Uniting Church in Australia. 
At the same Assembly meeting there was also discussion about regulations for property 
sharing in a multicultural church. Discernment centred on a report from an Assembly task 
group reviewing current arrangements between CALD (Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse) congregations and those who have responsibility for the property they are using. 
In addition, there were two proposals suggesting changes to how property could be shared 
with multiple congregations. One proposal came from the Assembly Standing Committee 
and concerned making property available for alternative missional use. The other proposal 
was from the New South Wales and ACT Synod and concerned property sharing 
 
1 The Assembly of the UCA is the National council having ‘determining responsibility for matters of 
doctrine, worship, government and discipline, including the promotion of the Church’s mission, the 
establishment of standards of theological training and reception of ministers from other 
communions, and the taking of further measures towards the wider union of the Church’ (Uniting 
Church in Australia, Constitution and Regulations (Sydney: Uniting Church in Australia, March, 
2012; The Basis of Union, (1992), para 15(e)).  It consists of an equal number of lay and ordained 
members elected from presbyteries (regional councils) and synods (primarily state councils) in 
addition to various ex-officio members. The number who participate is approximately 300. It met in 
1977 and 1979 and, since then, triennially. NB The Basis of Union will henceforth be referred to by 
paragraph number.  
2 The UAICC has oversight of all ministries with Indigenous Peoples of Australia in the UCA with 
First Peoples being the only voting members. The Assembly Standing Committee is elected from 
the National Assembly and is effectively the national executive of the Uniting Church.  
3 The uniting churches referred to are the Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Methodist 
Churches. 
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arrangements between congregations. Each of these proposals explicitly referred to 
different cultural groups requiring equity of access to the commonwealth of the church. In 
the end, two property proposals were resolved: one on the designation of property as 
being for missional use and one on the development of a property policy for the UCA, with 
reference made to consultation with the national Multi-CrossCultural Reference group.4  
On reflection, these proposals demonstrated the struggle of the Assembly and other 
councils of the church in making previous statements on being a multicultural church a 
material reality in the life of congregations. Further, the juxtaposition between a document 
describing and celebrating a community of First and Second Peoples, the Preamble, and 
the evident frustration of both culturally and linguistically diverse members of the UCA and 
the First Peoples in the UAICC displayed in the meeting raised several questions for me. 
For example, as a middle-class, highly educated woman descended from Scottish 
migrants to Australia in the 1890s, how can I describe my relationship to this land? I have 
little to no relationship to the land of my forebears and the connection I feel to places in 
Australia are insignificant in comparison to that of the First Peoples of these places. So, 
what does it mean to acknowledge my family history in this place? Moreover, what should 
be my response as one of the Second Peoples, to the displacement and mistreatment of 
First Peoples? 
It was the implications for my ministry that were most on my mind, however. I was in my 
first placement as an ordained minister working in remote Cape York, visiting people on 
cattle properties, supporting ministry with First Peoples and living in a community with a 
substantial number of first- and second-generation migrants. Yet, rarely did conversations 
in the congregation touch on what it means to be church on land that belongs to the 
Alngnith people, or to be church in a place where there are languages and cultures 
present that are different to the Anglo-Australian majority. The area of my ministry 
bordered three ex-Presbyterian Aboriginal missions, but there was little general 
conversation about the theological implications of such a context. 
 
4 12th Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia, C: Proposals (Sydney, NSW, 2009) Personal 
Archives. 12th Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia, Minutes, 
https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/images/assemblies/minutes12thassembly09.pdf . Accessed 30 
July 2019. 
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Related questions bubbled to the surface of my mind as the Assembly discussed and 
debated the merits of the Preamble and the changes to property regulations. These 
included: What does it mean to be a church of First and Second peoples? Who are the 
Second Peoples? How do these various Second Peoples relate both to each other and to 
the First Peoples? What implications could the recognition of ourselves as a community of 
First and Second Peoples have for our understanding of what it means to be church? And, 
how does the actual existence of First Peoples and Second Peoples critique our 
understanding of what it means to be church? Furthermore, while these conversations 
may be happening at a national level, how do people in congregations construct their 
understandings of what it means to be part of a church that purports to be in a particular 
relationship with the UAICC and to be multicultural? In other words, how do ordinary 
members of the Uniting Church articulate what it means to be a multicultural church and a 
church with and for First Peoples? And what relationship do these reflections have with the 
official statements of the church on these topics? 
1.1 The wider story 
Since at least the 1970s the Western church has been grappling with the questions that 
confronted me during the 2009 UCA Assembly. The church’s identity has been challenged 
by its complicity in the displacement of First Peoples as well as its approach to successive 
waves of migration. In particular, in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the USA there 
has been a recognition of the church’s role in ‘smoothing the pillow of a dying race’ as well 
as the assimilation of migrant cultures.5  Associated with this role was a dismissal of non-
 
5 The phrase ‘smoothing the pillow of a dying race’ or ‘smooth the dying pillow’ was common 
rhetoric in the late 19th and early 20th century. It was used to describe the efforts of the missions 
and the government to ensure that Indigenous peoples were looked after appropriately, with the 
assumption that in the near future no Indigenous peoples would exist. As the Bringing them Home 
Report states ‘By the middle of the nineteenth century the protectorate experiment had failed, and 
the very survival of Indigenous people was being questioned. Forced off their land to the edges of 
non-Indigenous settlement, dependent upon government rations if they could not find work, 
suffering from malnutrition and disease, their presence was unsettling and embarrassing to non-
Indigenous people. Governments typically viewed Indigenous people as a nuisance.  
The violence and disease associated with colonisation was characterised, in the language of social 
Darwinism, as a natural process of `survival of the fittest'. According to this analysis, the future of 
Aboriginal people was inevitably doomed; what was needed from governments and missionaries 
was to `smooth the dying pillow'’. Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing 
them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Children from their Families. (Sydney, NSW: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
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Western world-views as inferior to that of Western perspectives. The recognition of such a 
legacy has led to a proliferation of theological insights from those marginal to mainstream 
Western society.6 These works have challenged the self-understanding and practices of 
the Western church. Within the Australian context, First Peoples and CALD groups and 
their allies have insisted the church address its relationship with First Peoples and more 
intentionally engage with the multicultural Australian context.7  
While these hermeneutical approaches have been influential in academia, and have led 
churches to make public statements in these areas, there has been little examination of 
how people in congregations wrestle with these issues. Given this lack of information, the 
purpose of the thesis is to explore how 'ordinary' theologians, Christians who have little 
formal academic theological training, articulate what it means to be a multicultural church 
and a church for and with First Peoples in the Australian context. Bringing the research 
question into conversation with my context, I will focus on the meaning ascribed to the 
Uniting Church in Australia claiming to be a ‘Covenanting and Multicultural Church’ by 
‘ordinary’ theologians in the Uniting Church.  
 
Commission, 1997)  https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/bringing-them-home-chapter-
2#Heading20 Accessed 31 July 2019.  
6 A brief selection of publications on these topics: Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Steve S Kang and Gary 
A Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual Formation (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Baker Academic, 2004); Mark DeYmaz, Building a Healthy Multi-ethnic Church: 
Mandate, Commitments, and Practices of a Diverse Congregation (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass/John Wiley, 2007); Justo L González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1992); Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1995); Gerald O West, Reading Otherwise: Socially Engaged Biblical Scholars Reading 
with their Local Communities (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007). 
7 For example, Chris Budden, Following Jesus in Invaded Space: Doing Theology on Aboriginal 
Land, Princeton Theological Monograph (Wipf and Stock, 2009); Delphine Delphin-Stanford and 
John Brown, Committed to Change: Covenanting in the Uniting Church in Australia (Melbourne: 
Joint Board of Christian Education, 1994). Andrew Dutney (ed) From Here to Where? Australian 
Christians Owning the Past - Embracing the Future. (Sydney: Joint Board of Christian Education, 
1988); William W Emilsen and Susan Emilsen (eds), Mapping the Landscape: Essays in Australian 
and New Zealand Christianity, (New York: Peter Lang, 2000); Jione Havea (ed) Postcolonial 
Voices from Downunder: Indigenous Matters, Confronting Readings, ed. (Eugene, Oregon: 
Pickwick Publications, 2017); Jim Houston (ed) The Cultured Pearl: Australian Readings in Cross-
cultural Theology and Mission Melbourne: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1986); Anne Pattel-
Gray, The Great White Flood: Racism in Australia (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1998); Anne 
Pattel-Gray and John Brown (eds), Indigenous Australia: A Dialogue About the Word Becoming 
Flesh in Aboriginal Churches, (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1997); Clive Pearson (ed) 
Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-cultural Theologies Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 
2004). 
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Since its inauguration in 1977, the UCA has made significant statements about its 
relationship with First Peoples as well as declaring itself to be a multicultural church. To 
narrow the field of ordinary theologians, I have chosen to interview young adult leaders in 
the UCA. The focus on young adult leaders enables a consideration of this topic with 
generations who have grown up in an Australian context where discussions about the 
relationship with First Peoples, as well as the multicultural nature of Australian society, 
have been more commonplace than in previous generations. The insights from the 
interviews are then brought into conversation with the official statements of the Uniting 
Church. Before outlining the whole thesis structure, though, it is necessary to elaborate on 
the framework of practical theology and define some key terms.  
1.2 Framework and definitions 
As a whole this thesis illustrates the pastoral cycle, the overarching framework of practical 
theology. The pastoral cycle approach contrasts with an applied theory approach 
exemplified by theologians such as Schleiermacher.8 Schleiermacher described a process 
where theory informs practice, rather than practice and theory informing each other.9 In 
contrast, the pastoral cycle emphasises a practice-reflection-practice model, or action-
reflection model, that takes experience as a valid conversation partner for theological 
reflection. While practical theologians describe this cycle with individual nuances, its 
essential nature remains the same. That is, an event or practice is reflected upon, 
explored in more detail and then suggestions made for a new understanding of, and 
approach to, practice. The cycle highlights the inter-related nature of theory and action. In 
other words, that all practice or actions are theory-laden and that all theory is informed by 
previous experience or practice. Significantly, practical theologians underline a continual, 
or spiralling, conversation between practice and action. They also insist that the human 
experience of God be recognised as a serious departure point for theological reflection 
and action.10 Thus, the working assumption of practical theologians is that there is no sole 
 
8 See Don S Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996) 
and Gerben Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains trans Reinder Bruinsma 
(Cambridge, Mass.: WB Eerdmans 1999) for more discussion on models of theology developed by 
Schleiermacher and Barth and the distinction between applied theory models and the practice-
reflection-practice cycle.  
9 Paul Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of 
Church and Society (London: SPCK, 2006), 34. 
10 Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains. 
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source that independently determines the outcome of their work. Rather, each aspect of 
the process informs and constructs the others. The pastoral cycle illustrates the open-
ended and eschatological nature of theology and the associated ‘fusion of horizons’ that 
are grappled with as Christians reflect on, and practice, faith.11   
The experience that inspired my research illustrates this event/experience, reflection, and 
action cycle. The experience or event was my participation in the 2009 Assembly of the 
UCA. The reflection, which happened both while at the meeting and in subsequent 
months, developed into particular questions around the theology of ordinary members of 
Uniting Church congregations. This reflection, perfunctory as it was, led me to examine the 
possibility of researching this area. The necessity to conduct interviews in order to gain 
information from congregation members as well as the focus on theological reflection, led 
to the field of practical theology and empirical research and interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA). Interpretive phenomenological analysis provides a method of analysis that 
privileges the participants’ own words to discover ‘paradigm cases’ (strong instances of 
particular relationship or meaning), ‘exemplars’ (strong instance which captures meaning) 
and themes (looking for similarities and differences). The structure of the thesis reflects 
these movements from description of the practice, including historical context and 
normative theology (chapters 2-6) to theological reflection on the practice (present in all 
chapters, but more explicit in chapters 7 and 8) to suggestions for action (chapter 8). 
Section 1.3 provides a summary of these chapters, but first, it is necessary to define some 
key terms.  
I have already used the terms ‘multicultural’ and a ‘church for and with First Peoples’; both 
these terms require further elaboration. The term ‘multicultural’ relies on a concept of 
‘culture’. Drawing from the social sciences, I have assumed culture to mean ‘an integrated 
system of ideas, feelings and values and their associated patterns of behaviour and 
products shared by a group of people’.12 However, on deeper reflection, this could refer to 
many different types of groups, including generational, sporting groups or even a particular 
community of faith and so, for this thesis, it is necessary to include an associated term, 
 
11 Charles R Foster and Theodore Brelsford, We are the Church Together: Cultural Diversity in 
Congregational Life (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity International, 1996), 19.  
12 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, 18. 
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‘ethnicity’. ‘Ethnicity’ elaborates the above definition of culture by incorporating the 
particulars of language, dialect, cuisines and shared history and lore.13  
The term ‘multicultural’ itself has wide-ranging connotations. It can refer to political policy 
(‘multiculturalism’), sociological theories, or it can be purely descriptive of multiple cultures 
that are co-located. In this thesis, ‘multicultural’ will be used in this purely descriptive 
sense, referring to a context where there are a variety of cultural groups present. Bringing 
together these two understandings, then, ‘multicultural church’ refers to the existence of 
multiple groups of people who belong to the same community of faith and exhibit different 
systems of ideas, feelings and values related to their associated language, cuisines, 
shared history and lore. By focusing on such a definition comments made by the interview 
participants about generational culture, for example, are not an interpretive priority. In later 
chapters it will be noted that ‘multicultural’ has been replaced in the academy by terms 
such as ‘cross-cultural’ and ‘intercultural’. However, due to the widespread use of 
‘multicultural’ both in the Uniting Church and the wider Australian context, I have retained it 
as a starting point for conversation, particularly within the interviews. 
In defining ‘a church for and with First Peoples’, I have taken a different approach than in 
the definition for multicultural church. This is because it was difficult to find an appropriate 
way to refer to how the church may seek to embody a particular recognition of its 
complicity in the dispossession of First Peoples and its desire to be in right relationship 
with such groups. The Uniting Church term to describe such a church is  ‘covenanting’ and 
has been developed out of a particular context that does not translate into wider academic 
explorations of First Peoples and the Christian church. In addition, the term has little cache 
outside the Uniting Church, hence the phrase ‘a church for and with First Peoples’. The 
preposition ‘for’ refers to the desire of the church to be in solidarity with First Peoples, to 
be a community that welcomes First Peoples and to be a community in which First 
Peoples feel they belong. The preposition ‘with’ is used to stress an equal relationship 
between First and Second Peoples. It also tempers an interpretation of ‘for’ that implies ‘on 
behalf of’.  
 
13 Ibid., 19. 
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The terms ‘First Peoples’ and ‘Second Peoples’ are also used throughout the thesis. 
These are terms that I have adopted from the Uniting Church Preamble. I am using them 
as per the definitions below:  
First Peoples are the Aboriginal and Islander peoples of Australia who are 
the indigenous [sic] peoples of this land. These peoples are a diverse group 
with many languages and communal identities. 
Second Peoples are all those peoples who have come after the First 
Peoples and who are beneficiaries in some way of the invasion and 
dispossession of the lands of the First Peoples. Among Second Peoples 
within the Church are many whose racial, cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds, experiences and expressions of Christian faith are not those 
originating in Western forms of thought and theological expression.14  
An alternative term to ‘Second Peoples’ could be ‘Subsequent Peoples’, as used by 
Burn.15 This phrase could avoid a hierarchical interpretation of ‘First’ and ‘Second’ and has 
the virtue of underlining chronology rather than importance. However, due to the use of 
‘Second Peoples’ in the official Uniting Church documents, this term is preferred. 
1.3 Outline of the thesis 
As noted above, the ensuing chapters follow a practical theology framework, moving from 
description to reflection and then to suggestions for practice. Chapter two provides a 
detailed academic and ecclesiological context for the research questions. First, the 
hermeneutical shift from the Enlightenment framework of objectivity and universalism to 
context and experience is outlined. I then examine how this shift is made manifest in 
practical theology. Third, the key ways practical theologians articulate how to be a 
multicultural church and how to be a church for and with First Peoples are detailed. Last, I 
briefly survey how these developments in practical theology are echoed in Uniting Church 
history and texts.  
In chapter three, I present a methodological framework that draws on the insights of 
practical theology, empirical ecclesiology, and ordinary theology. I iterate four 
methodological assumptions for the research and three implications of these assumptions 
for my role as the researcher. This chapter also outlines the three phases of the research. 
 
14 Uniting Church in Australia, Constitution and Regulations, 38.  
15 Geoffrey Burn, "Reconciliation and Land in Australia", Pacifica 24, no. 1 (2011): 80-100. 
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The first phase consists of data collection and an interpretive phenomenological analysis 
of semi-structured interviews with young leaders in the Uniting Church in Australia. In the 
second phase, themes that emerge from these interviews are brought into critical 
conversation with official statements from the UCA on being a multicultural and 
covenanting church.16 The third phase of the research connects these insights with wider 
academic work in the area. Given the exploratory nature of the research question, an 
inductive, iterative approach to analysis has been used.17  In other words, the insights of 
the research participants, the themes of the UCA documents, the academic context and 
the interpretations of the researcher are constantly reviewed and examined, providing the 
basis from which broader themes are developed.  
In chapters four and five, key paradigms and themes from the interviews with the young 
adults are presented. Chapter four focuses on the images that the participants use to 
describe the church, ranging from their experience of the Uniting Church to more general 
images emphasising the relationship between God and the church, the relationships within 
the church and the relationship between the church and the world. I also present an 
analysis of the theological and biblical language used by the participants. The last section 
of chapter four describes how the participants articulate the impact of the interviews on 
their own faith formation.  
Chapter five presents the paradigms used by the young adults to articulate what it means 
to be a multicultural and a church for and with First Peoples, or, in Uniting Church terms, a 
‘covenanting’ church. These paradigms are arranged into four related themes: the church 
is called to be culturally diverse, the significance of authentic relationships (‘walking 
 
16 These are statements that were approved by the National Assembly in the Uniting Church. They 
include the 1985 Congress Charter 85.79-85.85 
(https://assembly.uca.org.au/images/assemblies/minutes4thassembly85.pdf).  
The Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church 1985, The Covenant 1994, A Church for all God’s 
People 2006. These can be found in Robert Bos and Geoff Thompson (eds), Theology for Pilgrims: 
Selected Theological Documents of the Uniting Church in Australia (Sydney, NSW: Uniting Church 
Press, 2008).  
The Preamble to the Constitution of the UCA, 2009. 
(https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/images/stories/Regulations/2012/A5_-_Constitution_6.01-
amended.pdf),  
One Body, Many Members, 2012. (https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/mcm/resources/item/1554-
one-body-many-members-living-faith-and-life-cross-culturally).  
17 Ann Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who Do You Say I Am? Answers From the Pews (Surrey, 
England: Ashgate, 2012), 12; IE Seidman, Interviewing As Qualitative Research (New York and 
London: Teachers College Press, 1991); Jonathan A Smith, Paul Flowers and Michael Larkin, 
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research (London: Sage, 2009). 
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together’), disrupting power and privilege in the church, and a call to transformation 
(‘writing a new narrative’).  
Chapter six offers an analysis of the official statements of the UCA National Assembly on 
being a multicultural church and being a covenanting church. The analysis of each of the 
six statements are organised around the guiding questions asked of the young adults: How 
do the official statements describe the church? What do the official statements say a 
multicultural/covenanting church looks like? Why does the UCA says it is a 
multicultural/covenanting church?  
Chapter seven brings the insights of chapters four, five and six into a critical theological 
conversation. The chapter is organised around, first, common affirmations of the official 
statements and the interviews. Second, areas where the interviews and the official 
statements enhance each other’s understanding of being a multicultural and covenanting 
church and, third, where the statements and the interviews provide challenges to each 
other’s understanding of what it means to be church. Chapter eight enlarges the 
theological reflections initiated in chapter seven and offers suggestions for changes to 
church and ministry practice. 
1.4 Contribution 
This thesis contributes to the practices of the church and academic scholarship in the 
following ways. First, in the course of the research of the thesis, I have conducted a 
thematic ecclesiological analysis of the official statements of the Uniting Church. Such an 
analysis has not been done and, though it is only part of this thesis, a chronological and 
theological examination provides a taste of both the broader theological themes and the 
particular historical contexts of each statement.  
Second, by engaging with both the UCA official statements and the theological reflections 
of a selection of young adult leaders, the thesis presents a conversation between the 
tradition and human experience. As the Western church wrestles with its relationship to 
First Peoples and the reality of multicultural communities, it needs to engage with those 
outside the established leadership and the academy. The thoughts of ordinary theologians 
should not drive the policies of the church, but, as part of the whole community of faith, 
their theological reflections deserve intentional engagement. Examining the reflections of 
ordinary theologians is also important for the whole church as such research provides a 
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window into how ‘people in the pews’ view different theologies and, therefore, can 
potentially provide new ways of practising ministry.18 While story and personal experience 
have been used by the UCA to explicate the various statements of the church, these 
publications have not explored how people interpret what it means to be a church for and 
with First Peoples and a multicultural church.19 The thesis, through the interviews, provides 
a glimpse into how young adult leaders in the UCA understand being a multicultural and 
covenanting church and how that speaks to the official statements (tradition).20  
Finally, this conversation unearths ways of practising what it means to be a church for and 
with First Peoples and a multicultural church. In chapter eight, I focus on what the critical 
conversations outlined in chapter seven offers to the life of the Uniting Church. Two areas 
of attention are suggested. The first suggests ‘postures’ that facilitate being a church for 
and with First Peoples and a multicultural church. The second offers associated actions 
that embody such postures. The chapter concludes with a personal reflection on the 
impact of this thesis on my ministry practice.  
 
18 Jeff Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology (Aldershot, 
England: Ashgate, 2002), 146. 
19 See https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/mcm and https://uniting.church/beingamulticulturalchurch/ 
for various stories and personal reflections from CALD leaders and congregations on being a 
multicultural church. See https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/resources/covenanting?start=0 and 
https://uniting.church/walkingtogether/ for resources for a church for and with First Peoples. 
20 This is the focus of chapter 7. 
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2. The context 
The research question, exploring the ways in which young adult leaders in the UCA 
articulate what it means to be both a church for and with First Peoples and a multicultural 
church, requires delving into four inter-related topics. First, it is necessary to trace the shift 
in hermeneutics that occurred in the twentieth century. This shift in interpretive approaches 
made it possible for an interdependent understanding of the relationship between theory, 
practice and experience to emerge. Key for theology in this movement is the increasing 
emphasis on experience, that is, the ‘turn to the subject’, and the acknowledgement that 
experience, while always interpreted through a particular lens, can provide the church with 
important insights for living out faith. Section two surveys the re-imagination of practical 
theology made possible by this hermeneutical movement. Subdisciplines of practical 
theology, such as empirical ecclesiology and ordinary theology, illustrate the weight now 
given to the experience of being church within the discipline of practical theology. Section 
three provides a survey of scholarship on being a multicultural church and a church for and 
with First Peoples that has emerged from the re-orientation of practical theology. Here I 
trace the major concepts used to describe such churches, as well as the recommended 
practices in being such a church. The final section of the chapter introduces the Uniting 
Church and how this body has addressed being a multicultural church and a church for 
and with First Peoples. 
2.1 A shift in hermeneutics 
In the twentieth century there was a profound shift in the understanding of the nature of 
interpretation in the academy. In the 19th century the study of religion had become 
dominated by the assumptions and methods of the Enlightenment. Enlightenment scholars 
stressed universality and objective knowledge in the search for truth. Prioritising objective 
knowledge relegated experience and subjective meaning-making, particularly the 
experience of the spiritual or supernatural, to what could be physically seen and verified by 
the researcher. The researcher, to achieve objectivity, was to be silent in both the conduct 
of research and the reporting of results. Heitink explains the consequences of the 
Enlightenment for theology in this way: 
In the period of the enlightenment the tension between the narrative 
tradition of Scripture as a source of information and that of the rational 
content of knowledge was brought to a head. Revealed information is 
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based on opinion! Truth cannot be proved. Real knowledge is limited to 
what is absolutely certain.1 
Hence, with the Scriptures no longer viewed ‘as a timeless product of mechanical 
inspiration, but as a collection of historical documents that demanded explanation’, it was 
necessary to establish hermeneutical frameworks to guide and justify textual 
interpretations.2 To achieve objectivity, the historical-critical method was developed, with 
author-intent becoming the criterion for veracity. In the first half of the twentieth century, 
this approach was supplemented by investigations into the original context of the text. In 
addition, scholars applied the tools of literary criticism. The interpreter herself was silent 
and used these tools to mount a case for the most faithful rendering of both Scripture and 
church tradition according to the original intent of the author.  
By the second half of the twentieth century, however, hermeneutics as a discipline had 
made a distinct turn to the subject. First, scholars acknowledged that researchers 
unavoidably influence all aspects of their study, despite any efforts to the contrary. 
Second, the recognition of the impossibility of ‘bracketing’ out the biases of the interpreter 
was re-framed as a positive and constructive contribution to the analysis of texts. Third, 
the search for author intent was considered, at best, as part of the tools of interpretation 
and, at worst, as illusory and destined to failure.  
It was the realisation that the subject, and, indeed, the interpreter, is always a product of 
her own culture, history and biography, however, that proved to have the most far-reaching 
impact on hermeneutics and theological scholarship. The key hermeneutic task for the 
researcher, heavily influenced by the work of Gadamer, became the elucidation of the 
intersection of the horizons of text/s and interpreter/s.3 As such, Scripture and tradition 
were to be viewed not just from the perspective of literary criticism or historical-critical 
methods, but also from the perspective of the interpreter herself. All these perspectives 
could then be brought together by the researcher, revealing silences, inconsistencies and 
 
1 Gerben Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains, trans. Reinder Bruinsma 
(Cambridge, Mass.: WB Eerdmans, 1999), 20. See also, Feorillo Demeterio, "Introduction to 
Hermeneutics", Diwatao 1, no. 1 (2001). 
http://www.geocities.ws/philodept/diwatao/introduction_to_hermeneutics.htm Accessed September 
24, 2013. 
2 Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains, 180. 
3 Richard R Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 23. 
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resonances between tradition and experience, as well as eliciting new insights within the 
body of texts themselves. Significantly, for theological scholarship, this left room for the 
explicit acknowledgement of the revealing work of the Holy Spirit which had been sidelined 
by the Enlightenment rejection of ‘spiritual’ or ‘supernatural’ concerns.4 
A concurrent development in theology that resulted from this turn to the subject is 
particularly relevant for reflections on the nature and purpose of the church. By the 1970s, 
with the emphasis on the subject/interpreter dominating philosophy, there was also a 
growing awareness of world-views other than those dominant in Western theology. The 
engagement with varying world-views was a result of the aforementioned hermeneutical 
movements which championed the subjective self, viewing such positioning as essential to 
interpretation. It was also influenced by sociological and historical factors such as the 
globalisation of Christianity.5  
Thus, Western intellectual constructions of the world were now viewed as one set of 
approaches among many. Moreover, all world-views could now be perceived as part of the 
rich tapestry of God’s revelation; each was needed in order to receive the fullness of the 
good news. This realisation led to an emphasis on theological ‘inculturation’ or 
‘contextualisation’, elevating previously rejected cultural epistemologies into legitimate and 
necessary interpretive frameworks. An emphasis on contextualisation was coupled with a 
determination to mine the social sciences for tools to equip the church in its mission.6   
Gideon Goosen, in Australian Theologies, the very title of the book highlighting this 
movement away from universal theology towards contextual theologies, encapsulates the 
developments succinctly: 
An important aspect of the general shift across the disciplines relates to 
epistemology. Since the Enlightenment, we have moved through the era of 
 
4 Heitink, Practical Theology: History/theory/action Domains, 194. 
5See Klauspeter Blaser, "Multicultural Christianity: A Project for Liberation. The Meaning of the 
Conflict North-south for Theology and Our Churches", International Review of Mission 72, no. 326 
(1993): 203-216 and Harold A Netland, "Introduction: Globalization and Theology Today," in 
Globalizing Theology: Belief and Practice in An Era of World Christianity, ed. Craig Ott and Harold 
A Netland (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2006), 24. 
6 See Don Carrington, "Theologians Struggling to Cope at the End of An Era: Theological 
Educators Confronting a Multicultural World," in The Cultured Pearl: Australian Readings in Cross-
cultural Ministry and Theology (Melbourne: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1986), 19, 22; Mark 
J Cartledge and David Cheetham, "Introduction," in Intercultural Theology: Approaches and 
Themes, ed. Mark J Cartledge and David Cheetham (London: SCM Press, 2011); Emmauel Y 
Lartey, Pastoral Theology in An Intercultural World (Peterborough: Upworth Press, 2006), 38. 
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logical positivism and critical rationalism to a period when uncertainty is 
more welcome, objectivity is not an absolute and different ways of seeing 
the truth, other than through the western, rational, logical perspective, are 
explored eagerly. It is a period in which theology is dialoguing with the 
social sciences and humanities in searching for truth. ... The content of 
theology has moved from being concerned mainly with the big and obvious 
theological themes like God, Christ, Revelation etc. to covering all aspects 
of life. The authors have changed from being First World, European and 
North American to coming from all parts of the world… and from being 
exclusively male to increasingly inclusive of women.7 
Consequently, an understanding of cultures and contexts is now deemed necessary for 
the church to be able to witness and serve with integrity and relevance in the world. As 
Schreiter indicates in Constructing Local Theologies, it is essential that the community of 
faith grapple with the gospel incarnated in each time and place.8 Similarly, Bevans, in 
Contextual Theologies for the 21st Century, suggests that such an approach enables the 
reclamation of the wonder and diversity of the whole creation. Bevans continues by 
asserting that this reclamation offers ‘the church perhaps for the first time in its history, the 
gift of its own multi-splendored identity, a new appreciation of its unity and catholicity, its 
amazing holiness and its being rooted in those who knew the Lord in his earthly ministry.’9 
To summarise, the shift in hermeneutics across the twentieth century elevates subjective 
experience and, by extension, a multiplicity of world-views to the forefront of interpretation. 
As a consequence, there is now an honouring of the theological perspectives of previously 
marginalised peoples, an interest in the theologies of everyday life and a simultaneous de-
emphasis on abstract universalised concepts that were a feature of Enlightenment 
theologies. The perspectives championed include those of women as well as theologians 
from previously colonised countries in Africa and Asia and people of colour in various 
Western nations. The common aspiration of such theologians is to read the gospel from 
within their own context, an interwoven tapestry of gender, class, race and culture, rather 
than have their context read through only a Western, predominantly male, interpretive 
lens. Moreover, the theological work of interpreting the faith from an ‘outsider’ or marginal 
perspective itself has become an act of resistance to the domination of patriarchal Western 
 
7 Gideon Goosen, Australian Theologies: Themes and Methodologies Into the Third Millennium 
(Strathford, NSW: St Pauls, 2000), 20. 
8 Robert J Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1996), 21. 
9 Stephen B Bevans, "What Has Contextual Theology to Offer the Church of the Twenty-First 
Century," in Contextual Theology for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Stephen B Bevans and Katalina 
Tahaafe-Williams (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co, 2012), 16. 
 16 
cultural interpretive frameworks. The shift in hermeneutic has political as well as 
theological implications by acting as a validation of previously rejected experiences and 
cultures.10 Such a validation is especially liberating for the First Peoples of colonised 
countries whose culture had been largely dismissed as ‘primitive’ and who had been 
expected by many to die out in the face of Western ‘civilisation’.11   
2.2 Practical theology and ecclesiology 
The pastoral cycle of practical theology mirrors this turn to the subject traced above. For 
example, in the pastoral cycle experience and action are affirmed as serious starting 
points for further theological exploration and reflection. Rather than theology being applied 
to the practices of the church as theorised in the late 19th Century, the pastoral cycle 
insists on the inter-relationship between theory and practice.12 The development of this 
approach has been influenced by this turn to the subject and the integration of the 
horizons of the interpreter and the text. In other words, an experience, event or current 
practice of the church is theologically reflected on through a conversation between 
experience, tradition, relevant academic fields of study and empirical research. Such an 
approach leads Swinton and Mowatt, in Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, to 
state the aim of practical theology as ‘enabl[ing] personal and communal phronesis; a form 
 
10 Steele M Ireland, "Postcolonial Theology", In Global Dictionary of Theology. Edited by William A 
Dyrness and Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen. (Downers Grove, Illinois. Nottingham, England: IVP 
Academic/Inter-varsity Press, 2008). See also, Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies especially 
Chapter 1; Steven B Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 
1992); Bevans, "What Has Contextual Theology to Offer the Church of the Twenty-First Century"; 
Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1995). 
11 Carrington, "Theologians Struggling to Cope at the End of An Era: Theological Educators 
Confronting a Multicultural World," 13. See also Kosuke Koyama, "'Extend Hospitality to Strangers' 
- a Missiology of Theologia Crucis", International Review of Mission 72, no. 327 (1993): 283-295. 
12 See Paul Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the 
Service of Church and Society (London: SPCK, 2006); Don S Browning, A Fundamental Practical 
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996); Elaine Graham, Heather Walton and Frances Ward, 
Theological Reflection: Methods (London: SCM, 2005); Heitink, Practical Theology: 
History/Theory/Action Domains and Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction for the distinction 
between applied theory models and the practice-reflection-practice cycle and the influence of 
Gadamer. 
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of practical wisdom which combines theory and practice in the praxis of individuals and 
communities.’13  
Practical theologians focusing on ecclesiology have approached this turn to the subject in 
two distinct ways. One can be characterised as a ‘compare and contrast’ approach where 
ecclesiological typologies are brought into dialogue with the experiences of members of 
the churches. The typology approach draws on authors such as Dulles and Kärkäinen14 
who describe the core theological concepts and their implications within different 
ecclesiological models. Dulles suggests that the use of typologies fosters pluralism and 
underscores the mystery of the church in such richness.15 Using these typologies, practical 
theologians investigate how congregants describe the church and then compare and 
contrast their understandings to models espoused by the denomination or to typologies 
developed by other theologians. For example, Haight and Neiman present congregational 
studies as an interaction between such historical and theological accounts of the church.16  
Authors such as Healy, Ward and Scharen17 reject this ‘blueprint ecclesiology’18 and 
substitute what they view as a more dynamic conception of the interaction between 
tradition and practice. While these authors can be accused of neglecting the nuances of a 
‘typology’ approach, the emphasis on ‘ecclesiology from below’ highlights their interest in 
 
13 John Swinton and Harriet Mowatt, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research. (London: SCM 
Press, 2006), 26. 
14 Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, Image Classics (New York: Doubleday, 2002). Veli-Matti 
Kärkäinnen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology: Ecumenical, Historical and Global Perspectives 
(Downers Grove, Illinois: Intervarsity Press, 2002).  
15 Dulles, Models of the Church, 9. 
16 Roger Haight and James Neiman, "On the Dynamic Relation Between Ecclesiology and 
Congregational Studies", Theological Studies 70, no. 3 (2009): 577-599. 
17 Nicholas M Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Nicholas M Healy, "Practices and the New 
Ecclesiology: Misplaced Concreteness?", International Journal of Systematic Theology 5, no. 3 
(2003): 287-308; Nicholas M Healy, "Ecclesiology, Ethnography, and God: An Interplay of Reality 
Descriptions," in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 2012); Christian Scharen, "Ecclesiology "From the 
Body": Ethnographic Notes Towards a Carnal Theology," in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and 
Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 
2012); Christian B Scharen, "'Judicious Narratives', or Ethnography as Ecclesiology", Scottish 
Journal of Theology 58, no. 2 (2005): 125-142. Christian B Scharen, "Introduction," in Explorations 
in Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. Christian B Scharen (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, 
UK: William B Eerdmans, 2012); Pete Ward, "Introduction," in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and 
Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 
2012). 
18 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology, chapter 2. 
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how people construct and develop their participation in, and understandings of, the 
purpose and nature of the church.19 Healy’s practical-prophetic ecclesiology or ‘concrete’ 
ecclesiology focuses on the lived experience of the church and reflects theologically on 
that experience, rather than imposing external model criteria. In the weight given to 
theological reflection, Healy attempts to distinguish his approach from that of critical- 
correlationists who he views as neglecting the theological import of their work.  
It is debatable, however, whether Healy’s interpretation of the critical correlation method or 
of ‘blueprint ecclesiologies’ accurately reflects the explicit framework of these practical 
theology approaches. Healy’s conception of the hermeneutical circle is similar to that 
described by practical theologians, combining empirical research with theological reflection 
and prophetic function.20   Nevertheless, by insisting that theological reflection on 
experience is a legitimate, and indeed, essential part of practical theology, Healy and other 
practical theologians have reclaimed what the Enlightenment hermeneutic had dismissed 
as mere opinion or biased personal experience.  
The turn to the subject and associated interest in contextual theologies are also 
highlighted in the ethnographic methodology preferred by Healy and other practical 
theologians. This methodology honours the insights of ordinary members of the church by 
bringing them into mutual conversation with that of the whole tradition, including expert 
theologians. Thus, the theological academy can bring their expertise to ordinary church 
members and can also gain insight into way key doctrines of the church are adopted, 
adapted or ignored, by those in the pews.21 Critically, the interactions between cultures, 
contexts and theologies are presented as key to wrestling with the question of the nature 
and purpose of the church in everyday life. Diversity of church forms are also celebrated 
 
19 Jürgen Moltmann reflects on two points of departure for ecclesiology in The Church in the Power 
of the Spirit —ecclesiology from above, that is from doctrine of the church unfolding as an object of 
faith, and ecclesiology from below, that is the church as an empirical object which is reflected on 
theologically. Moltmann concludes that the church is both an object of faith and an object of 
empiricism. Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to Messianic 
Ecclesiology 2nd Rev Ed (London: SCM Press, 1977), 21 ff. 
20 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology, loc609. 
21 For example, Ann Christie’s research into ‘ordinary’ Christology showed a distinct lack of 
engagement with the traditional Christological doctrines of the church by those in a selection of 
congregations in the UK. The stories of Jesus were more foundational to their Christology than the 
doctrine of the two natures of Christ or the Trinity leading Christie to suggest that ordinary 
theologians tend towards the pragmatic – i.e. what works for them in their everyday life. (Ann 
Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who Do You Say I Am? Answers From the Pews (Surrey, England: 
Ashgate, 2012)). 
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as necessary to the incarnation of the gospel, with uniformity and universality viewed with 
suspicion.22   
2.3 A multicultural church and a church with and for First Peoples  
As noted above, the assumption that Western theology in general, and ecclesiology in 
particular, is universal in application has been challenged by a hermeneutical shift to 
contextual theologies and a consequent methodological focus on lived experience. The 
adoption of contextual theologies has implications for how to be church with people of 
many different cultures; i.e. in a community where people of all cultural backgrounds have 
legitimate claims to interpret and practise the faith. Moreover, an emphasis from practical 
theologians and others on ethnographic empirical work brings into further relief the critique 
of the church and the Christian faith offered by those on the margins. Thus, theologians in 
contexts such as Australia now need to contend with the impact of colonisation, the revival 
of Indigenous cultures, power imbalances between original inhabitants and 
colonisers/invaders and increasing waves of migration from non-Anglo countries into these 
old ‘colonies’, sometimes from colonised countries themselves.23   
 
22 There are examples of this conclusion from many authors: Frederick H Borsch, "Cultures and 
Communion: Diversity and Communality in the Church and World", Anglican Theological Review 
84, no. 2 (2002): 287-301; Carrington, "Theologians Struggling to Cope at the End of An Era: 
Theological Educators Confronting a Multicultural World"; Christopher Duraisingh, "Contextual and 
Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics", Anglican Theological Review 82, no. 4 
(2000): 679-701; Michael Jinkins, "Mutuality and Difference: Trinity, Creation and the Theological 
Ground of the Church's Unity", Scottish Journal of Theology 56, no. 2 (2003): 148-171; Lee, 
Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology; Katalina Tahaafe-Williams, "Multicultural Ministry: A 
Call to Act Justly", International Review of Mission 100, no. 1 (2011): 17-25; Kathryn Tanner, 
Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997). Lydia 
Veliko, "Criteria for Unity and the Limits of Diversity: Towards on Ecclesiology of United Churches", 
The Ecumenical Review 62, no. 1 (2010): 30-40; Mirsolav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A 
Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Pres, 
1996). 
23 Important Australian collections on this topic include From Here to Where? Australian Christians 
Owning the Past - Embracing the Future, ed. Andrew Dutney (Sydney: Joint Board of Christian 
Education, 1988); Religion and Multiculturalism in Australia: Essays in Honour of Victor C Hayes, 
ed. Norman Habel (Melbourne: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1992). The Cultured Pearl: 
Australian Readings in Cross-cultural Theology and Mission. Clive Pearson (ed) Faith in a Hyphen: 
Cross-cultural Theologies Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004); Rainbow Spirit 
Elders, Rainbow Spirit Theology: Towards An Australian Aboriginal Theology; Aboriginal 
Spirituality: Past, Present, Future, ed. Anne Pattel-Gray (Victoria: HarperCollinsReligious, 1996). 
Colonial Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Mark G Brett 
and Jione Havea (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Martung Upah, ed. Anne Pattel-Gray 
(Blackburn, Victoria: HarperCollinsReligious, 1996); Indigenous Australia: A Dialogue About the 
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Attempts to address being a multicultural church and a church with and for First Peoples in 
the literature tend to focus on either the proliferation of cultures in the church as a result of 
migration or on the dynamics between the Christian church and First Peoples. Very rarely 
is the relationship with First Peoples discussed in depth when being a multicultural church 
is the focus of author/s and vice versa. To reflect this, I will first present approaches to 
being a multicultural church. These are arranged around the following themes: the use of 
Scripture; the work and person of Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit; practices 
and attitudes to difference and the postures of hospitality, reconciliation and decentring; 
and the consequent movement in terminology from ‘multicultural’ to ‘intercultural’. 
Following this, I will explore being a church for and with First Peoples. This section is 
organised around the following themes: postcolonial theological approaches; the 
development of First Peoples’ (Indigenous) theologies and their contribution to the whole 
church; and what it looks like to be a church for and with First Peoples. In this section, I 
particularly focus on the Australian context.  
2.3.1 A multicultural church 
When reflecting on being a multicultural church, authors use the biblical narratives as 
justification for both ensuring the local church reflects the diverse cultural community in 
which it is located and in calling the church to be intentionally culturally diverse. For 
example, DeYmaz24 describes a biblical mandate to become a multicultural church and 
applies biblical codes of behaviour, particularly from the Epistles, as models of right 
actions. Others, such as González,25 explicitly engage in a dialogue with the Scriptures 
from their current multicultural context and experience. Some authors even present a 
multicultural church as a ‘gospel imperative’ and thus as an essential part of God’s plan for 
 
Word Becoming Flesh in Aboriginal Churches, ed. Anne Pattel-Gray and John Brown (Geneva: 
World Council of Churches, 1997). All of these collections grapple with the distinct nature of 
Australian history, including the dispossession and genocide of Indigenous peoples and culture, 
the white Australia policy and entrenched racism and migrant communities. This history is 
qualitatively and quantitatively different from other ex-British colonies. For example, the treaty of 
Waitangi in New Zealand has shaped a different relationship between Maori and Pakeha than that 
between First and Second Peoples in Australia. Canada was settled by French and English 
colonisers, each of which had different approaches to treaties with First Nations. The USA, along 
with the Frontier Wars with First Nations, is also a product of African slavery and past and more 
recent Hispanic immigration as well as other migrant groups.  
24 Mark DeYmaz, Building a Healthy Multi-ethnic Church: Mandate, Commitments, and Practices of 
a Diverse Congregation (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass/John Wiley, 2007). 
25 Justo L González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992), 38, 41-53. 
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God’s people. An emphasis on the ‘gospel imperative’ is not about the church reflecting 
the cultural diversity of the local community but about the church intentionally cultivating 
and celebrating cultural diversity in order to fulfil God’s call on its life. For instance, 
Duraisingh draws on Koyama to suggest that the ‘gospel imperative’ of hospitality and 
openness to strangers present in the Scriptures compels the church to make a home for 
people of ‘varied gifts, cultures [and] possibilities.’26 Even more explicitly, Tahaafe-Williams 
represents the entire biblical narrative as itself demonstrating God’s call to the church to 
be multicultural. Thus, she can assert that when the church fails to ‘walk the talk’ of cultural 
diversity, it falls short of God’s purpose for its life.27  
Scholars also justify the call for the church to be multicultural by appealing to the form of 
the Scriptural witness. For example, the multilingual nature of the Bible is taken as 
evidence of God’s plan for multicultural church. Moreover, the stories from different tribal 
groups evident in the Hebrew Scriptures as well as the existence of four gospels and the 
translation of the Bible into different languages are used as examples of God’s 
endorsement of a multicultural church.  
Examples of multicultural re-interpretations of Scriptural stories that are used to 
substantiate such claims include the first Genesis creation story, the Tower of Babel,28 the 
story of Pentecost and other stories in Acts,29 as well as Galatians 3:26-29,30 and 
Revelations 7:9.31 The first creation story in Genesis, with humankind made in God’s 
image, is read as God creating cultural diversity and seeing ‘that it was good’.32 Reading 
against traditional interpretations, the tower of Babel is not described as a negative origin 
story of different languages but as a way to ensure people dispersed from one place in 
 
26 Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics", 683. 
27 Tahaafe-Williams, "Multicultural Ministry: A Call to Act Justly", 22. 
28 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, Chapter 2 
29 DeYmaz, Building a Healthy Multi-ethnic Church: Mandate, Commitments, and Practices of a 
Diverse Congregation, 17.  
30 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, 60. See also, Clive Pearson, "Criss-crossing Cultures," in Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-
cultural Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book Publishing, 2004), 19, 
for a discussion on how this passage has been used not to celebrate difference, but to smooth 
over difference. 
31 Jeannie Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a Dynamic Multicultural Church (Brisbane, Qld: 
Asian Pacific Institute, 2004). 
32 Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Steve S Kang and Gary A Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: 
Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual Formation, chapter 2. Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a 
Dynamic Multicultural Church, 7ff. 
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order to populate the world.33 Israel’s call to be a blessing to the nations, given to Abraham 
and repeated throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, is also viewed as an affirmation of 
cultural diversity, for all nations are to come to God.34 The famous passage from Galatians 
3:28-29, where there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male and female but all are 
one in Jesus Christ, is re-interpreted, not as eradicating difference, but as ‘level[ing] the 
ground’ between different classes of people.35 Similarly, Paul’s use of the ‘body of Christ’ 
metaphor to describe the church is understood not as representing a movement from 
‘particularity of the body to the universality of the Spirit, but from the separated bodies to 
the community of interrelated bodies’.36 As well, the gentile controversy in early Christianity 
is interpreted as illustrating the importance of difference within the one body and, 
therefore, being part of God’s plan for the church. The Scriptural threads of purity and 
exclusivism most evident in Ezra-Nehemiah, however, are not explicitly addressed by 
these authors. It is only in referencing Christ’s ‘breaking down the walls’ or transgressing 
‘purity codes’ that there is even allusion to alternative narratives regarding multicultural 
communities.37 These threads of re-interpretation of both the form and content of the Bible 
come from the experience of the writers either being in multicultural situations or 
experiencing discrimination within the church that they understand to be contradicted by 
the Scriptural witness; here, then, is a demonstration of the shift in hermeneutic to 
incorporate context and experience detailed above. 
A similar reframing of Jesus’ ministry and the incarnation is also apparent. For example, 
Jesus is described as having ministry with those outside his cultural group, deliberately 
going to non-Jewish areas, and being bilingual.38 Indeed, the very fact of the incarnation, is 
 
33 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, chapter 2  
34 Ibid. chapter 2 and Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a Dynamic Multicultural Church, 4. 
35 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, 60. See also Clive Pearson, "Criss-crossing Cultures," in Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-
cultural Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book Publishing, 2004) and 
Anthony G Reddie, Is God Colour-Blind? Insights from Black Theology for Christian Ministry 
(London, Great Britain: SPCK, 2009), 14-15. 
36 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation 10. This interpretation draws heavily on Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological 
Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation.  
37 For an example see Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 
Otherness, and Reconciliation, 74. 
38 Aeryun Lee, "Who Is Jesus Christ for Us Today? In Search of a Christ of the Heart," in Faith in a 
Hyphen: Cross-cultural Theology Down Under, ed. Clive Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book 
Publishers, 2004), 90. 
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used as a warrant to ‘inculturate’ the gospel in every time and place rather than impose so-
called ‘universal’ cultural values. These scholars deem it essential to bring to the surface 
interactions between cultures of faith and discuss their intersections in order to be people 
of faith in the world. Indeed, faith cannot and does not exist outside of culture.39 As such, 
the theology of the incarnation, coupled with humankind being made in the image of God, 
is used to affirm all cultures as God-given. Different cultures are, therefore, an essential 
consideration for the church in every time and place. It is not enough for people of these 
cultures to be present in the church. Instead, people’s cultural knowledge and heritage are 
to be celebrated and shared so that the church can access the whole of God’s vision for 
the world.  
In addition, authors such as Gibson recognise the Holy Spirit as an actor in being a 
multicultural church. Gibson suggests that an exclusively Christological focus in 
ecclesiology has not brought about transformation to a truly multicultural church; that is, a 
church that cultivates and celebrates multiple cultures. An emphasis on the Spirit, he 
posits, encourages the community of faith to see itself, not as a relic of its founder, Christ, 
but as ‘a living body.’40  Not surprisingly the story of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost is the 
basis for this suggestion, as is the experience of the multicultural Azusa St Mission in the 
early twentieth century, regarded as foundational to the contemporary rise of 
Pentecostalism.  Thus, not only the person and work of Christ, but also the work of the 
Spirit is perceived to insist the church consist of people from different cultures.  
While the multicultural form and content of the Scriptures and the concomitant imagining of 
the work of Christ and the Spirit is prevalent in academic scholarship, being a multicultural 
church in the West is still a rarity. While scholars focus on the call of God to be a 
multicultural church, in the US Sunday morning is still ‘the most segregated hour’.41  In 
Australia, the National Church Life Survey (NCLS) of 2011 showed that 76% of 
participating congregations were predominantly Anglo.42 There seems, then, to be 
 
39 Borsch, "Cultures and Communion: Diversity and Communality in the Church and World". 
40 John Kenneth Gibson, "A Pneumatological Theology of Diversity", Anglican Theological Review 
94, no. 3 (2012): 429-449. 
41 Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, "Still the ‘Most Segregated Hour’: Religion, Race and the American 
Experience," in The SAGE Handbook of Race and Ethnic Studies, ed. Patricia Hills Collins and 
John Solomos (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2010). 
42 I Duncum, M Pepper, N Hancock and R Powell, “A comparison of the vitality of monocultural and 
multicultural churches” NCLS Occasional Paper 24, 2014   https://www.ncls.org.au/research/ncls-
occasional-paper-24-01 Accessed 19 June, 2019.  Anglo churches were those where at least 80% 
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resistance, either passive or active, to being a multicultural church. To explore this in more 
detail, we need to briefly reflect on the significance of the concept of ‘homogeneity’ in 
church life. 
Cultivating a multicultural dynamic raises the question of what creates a sense of 
belonging in such church communities. The Church Growth movement of the 1980s 
identified homogeneity as a key factor of growth and belonging. Proponents of this 
movement posited that churches have the best chance of growing numerically when 
people are united by backgrounds, interests and church styles. Theologians reflecting on 
the homogenous church growth movement from a multicultural church perspective reject 
this ecclesiological concentration on sameness. Instead, they give prominence to the 
wonder of God’s power in bringing diverse peoples together. Thus, it is the power of the 
Spirit and the love of Christ, rather than demographic similarity, that creates a united 
community of faith. Cultural difference is not to be avoided by the church and, 
consequently, the pursuit of uniformity for the sake of unity or church growth is rejected. 
It is interesting to note in this context Duraisingh’s suggestion that a Western world-view 
can tend to ‘valorise unity, harmony, and totality and thereby … denigrate, suppress and 
marginalize multiplicity, contingency, and particularity.’43  If this is the case, for many 
churches in the West, including those in settler countries like Australia, the notion of 
plurality and diversity affirmed by multicultural church scholars could be extremely 
unsettling.  In addition, while the multicultural church may be aspirational, scholars also 
identify the realities of power dynamics between cultures. The role of the monocultural 
migrant church in passing down cultural norms while at the same time making room in the 
wider church for cultural diversity and more intentionally multicultural church is affirmed. At 
the same time, the difficulties of second-generation migrants living in multiple cultures are 
recognised as not addressed in monocultural models, and hence, a mixed approach to 
church forms is recommended.44 Nevertheless, if it is a gospel imperative that the church 
 
came from English speaking countries (n=2147). It is worth noting that the authors recognise that 
the NCLS does not have a good response rate from non-Anglo mono-cultural congregations.  
There were only 44 non-Anglo mono-cultural congregations in the data set, defined as those where 
at least 60% came from a non-English speaking country. Multicultural congregations were defined 
as those that had at least two different cultural groups with none exceeding 80% (n=623). 
43 Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics", 680. 
44 See Laurene Beth Bowers, Becoming a Multicultural Church (Cleveland, Ohio: The Pilgrim 
Press, 2006); Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics 
for Spiritual Formation; Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a Dynamic Multicultural Church. ed. 
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is called to be a community which celebrates cultural difference, scholars suggest that 
fears of difference and change need to be overcome for the sake of the gospel. 
The common concepts theologians rely on to encourage the move from monocultural 
church to multicultural church are those of ‘hospitality’ and ‘reconciliation’. These terms are 
accompanied by a rejection of assimilationist policies that insist on conforming to dominant 
cultural norms. World views which emphasise the collective, the creation and the 
importance of place over time are to be given respect rather than dismissed as those of an 
‘uncivilised’ or ‘less progressed’ peoples. Thus, the ‘melting pot’ has become a ‘salad bowl’ 
where ‘persons and groups are in the same bowl yet maintain their uniqueness’.45 
Similarly, assertions that the church is not to ‘see colour’ have been replaced by the 
insistence that ‘colour’ or ‘difference’ is essential to ‘God’s design for the health and 
wholeness of the body of Christ’.46  Moreover, this community of difference is viewed as a 
witness to an increasingly multicultural world by demonstrating how people of different 
cultures can live together and celebrate, rather than remove, difference.47 Such a position 
is also relevant to diasporic communities, where there can be cultural dissonance not only 
with the dominant culture but also between generations regarding the practice of faith and 
the interplay between cultural and faith practices. Moreover, an emphasis on the 
celebration of difference can also remind those of the dominant culture of the potential 
symbiotic relationship between faith and cultural practices.48 Too often pejorative labels, 
 
Seongja Yoo, Colville Crowe and John Mavor (eds) Building Bridges: Sharing Life and Faith in a 
Multicultural Church, (Sydney: Uniting Church in Australia: National Mission and Evangelism 
Committee, 1993). 
45 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation 11. See also, David Cox, "The Church Confronting Multiculturalism," in The Cultured 
Pearl: Australian Readings in Cross-cultural Theology and Mission, ed. Jim Houston (Melbourne: 
Joint Board of Christian Education, 1986); Charles R Foster and Theodore Brelsford, We Are the 
Church Together: Cultural Diversity in Congregational Life (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity 
International, 1996); Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a Dynamic Multicultural Church. 
46 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, 8. See also, Reddie, Is God Colour-Blind? Insights from Black Theology for Christian 
Ministry. 
47 Bowers, Becoming a Multicultural Church. Mark Lau Branson and Juan F Martínez, Churches, 
Cultures and Leadership (Illinois: IVP Academic, 2011). 
48 Fumitaka Matsuoka, Learning to Speak a New Tongue: Imagining a way that holds people 
together – an Asian American Conversation, (Kindle Edition: Pickwick Publications, 2015). For an 
articulation of dissonance and difference within a Pacific Diaspora context, including a suspicion of 
the container in which the gospel was first brought by the European missionaries, see Matagi 
Jessop Don Vilitama “On Becoming a Liquid Church: Singing the Niuean ‘Fetulaga Kerisiano’ on a 
Distant Shore” (Phd Thesis, Charles Sturt University, November, 2015), 210. 
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such as ‘syncretism’, are used to dismiss faith practices that are too unlike those of the 
dominant culture.  
The understanding of hospitality that is most dominant is not about guests or strangers 
behaving for the host, but as Koyama and Lee suggest, a stranger-centred hospitality.49 
For Koyama, a focus on stranger- or marginal-centred hospitality emphasises the 
hospitality of Christ and a concomitant decentring of the dominant culture. In Koyama’s 
1993 article on a missiology of theologia crucis, he notes that it is through sharing in the 
sufferings of Christ and welcoming Christ the stranger, as in Matthew 25, that marginalized 
theologies and experiences are brought into, and transform, the life of the church. 
Similarly, Lee presents the hermeneutic of marginality as a way of liberating and 
transforming both the margins and the centre in a reciprocal hospitable relationship of love 
and reconciliation.50   In an Australian context, Sefarosa Carroll uses the image of the lei, 
with Christ the thread, to depict the displacement of the dominant culture from the role of 
host.51 Such emphases demand that ‘hidden histories’ are uncovered and shared within a 
broader context, enabling the stories of the marginal to be at centre of the journey of the 
Christian community.52 
While the concept of stranger-centred hospitality has value in encouraging being a 
multicultural church, it does not address the issue of whether or not the stranger, or guest, 
is ever allowed to be part of the household. The familiarity of the terms ‘hospitality’ and 
‘hosting’ events work against the metaphor in an everyday context. Each of us can refuse 
to welcome a stranger as the host. Using terms such as ‘guest’ and ‘host’, or ‘stranger’ and 
‘host’, also implies that guests remain guests, hosts remain hosts and strangers remain 
strangers. Asserting that Christ is the host does not automatically make strangers into 
friends through each person’s relationship with the host, Christ. The question remains: 
Does practising hospitality prevent relationships developing from stranger to friend or 
family?  
 
49 Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology; Koyama, "'Extend Hospitality to Strangers' - 
a Missiology of Theologia Crucis". 
50 Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology loc948. 
51 Seforosa Carroll, "Strangers and Frangipani Lei: Exploring a Christology of Hospitality," in Faith 
in a Hyphen: Cross-cultural Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book 
Publishers, 2004), 155. 
52 See David Ng (ed), People on the Way: Asian North Americans Discovering Christ, Culture and 
Community. (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1996). 
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The power of refusal inherent in the guest/host approach to being a multicultural church is 
circumvented in the reconciliation model, which instead draws people around a circle with 
no group holding the power of refusal.53 For example, the early practices of churches 
wishing to be multicultural included bringing people to the centre of church life through a 
representative notion of inclusion. This approach meant ensuring people from different 
cultures were on decision-making bodies without necessarily transforming how these 
bodies operated. This ‘inclusive’ practice was founded on notions of hospitality that 
assumed that the host (those with power) were inviting the guests (those with less power) 
to enter the powerful group’s domain in order to learn about, rather than change, existing 
processes.  
In contrast, ‘decentring’ everyone to the margins — more common in reconciliation 
models, though present in the stranger-centred hospitality models of Lee and Koyama —
concentrates on how different world-views can interact and transform each other through 
the mediating and reconciling work of Christ.54 For example, Conde-Frazier, Kang and 
Parrett outline a ‘reconciliation pedagogy’ that raises cultural self-awareness and 
encourages ‘border-crossing’ in order to equip the church to learn from different cultures. 
Similarly, the approaches of Koyama and Lee, as well as the ones outlined by both 
Tahaafe-Williams and Carroll, stress a reconciliatory and transformative model rather than 
relying exclusively on the hospitality framework.55 Fundamental to all such approaches is 
an understanding that moves beyond one-way delivery of content and, instead, expects ‘a 
heart or a spirit for journey that will transform us’.56  Readiness for this journey requires an 
 
53 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation. 
54 For example, Geoffrey Black, "Decision Making and the Multiracial, Multicultural Church: A Case 
for Discernment," Prism: A theological forum for the UCC 14, no. 2 (1999). Black writes that 
‘becoming multiracial and multicultural is not simply a numbers game.  It also has to do with 
becoming a transformed people of diverse racial and cultural heritage, who share an authentic 
identity of being one in Christ.’ p49. Efrem Smith, The Post-black and Post-white Church: 
Becoming the Beloved Community in a Multi-ethnic World, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2012), 
24-25 advocates a third culture Post-black; Post-White church using the concept of a beloved 
community.  In the UCA context the ‘National MulltiCultural committee’ was changed to 
‘Multicultural and Cross Cultural committee’ to emphasise the need for ‘active interaction’.  Robert 
Bos and Geoff Thompson (eds), Theology for Pilgrims: Selected Theological Documents of the 
Uniting Church in Australia (Sydney, NSW: Uniting Church Press, 2008), 630.    
55 Carroll, "Strangers and Frangipani Lei: Exploring a Christology of Hospitality"; Koyama, "'Extend 
Hospitality to Strangers' - a Missiology of Theologia Crucis"; Lee, Marginality: The Key to 
Multicultural Theology; Tahaafe-Williams, "Multicultural Ministry: A Call to Act Justly". 
56 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation, 168. 
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embrace of ambiguity and vulnerability so that difference may be celebrated rather than be 
perceived as a threat.57 Eric Law’s framework of ‘Mutual Invitation’ enables such ambiguity 
and vulnerability. In this approach to communication it is recognised that people share in 
styles that vary across cultures. Mutual invitation requires that there is sufficient time for all 
in a group to share, that people remain silent when someone else is speaking and that as 
an individual finishes speaking they invite someone else to share. In this way people are 
encouraged to focus on listening to the other, rather than preparing their response, and 
those who may be more reticent are encouraged to speak into the moment.58 
Accompanying the adoption of transformative reconciliation frameworks in the literature 
has been a shift in terminology from ‘multicultural’ to ‘intercultural’. The term 'multicultural' 
has been associated with monocultural silos sharing the same space yet maintaining a 
‘pure’ or ‘authentic’ version of culture. González identifies risks in the elevation of 
‘authentic’ culture. He notes the danger of romanticising and essentialising culture, making 
critique of culture difficult. The attendant concern with the term ‘multicultural’ is that culture 
is viewed as a static reality unable to be changed for fear of dilution. Related to this is the 
tension between maintaining cultural practices and identity while addressing the reality of 
living in a community where cross-cultural interaction is a given.59  
To address these concerns, the terms ‘cross-cultural’ and ‘intercultural’ have become more 
commonplace.60 These terms are taken to imply boundary-crossing, mutual enrichment, 
transformation and creation of new ways of being church rather than merely adding 
‘international flavour’.61 As Usterhoff suggests, ‘intercultural’ theology encourages 
reflection on our own culture/s as well as the cultures of those who are viewed as ‘strange’ 
or ‘other’.62  Thus, Western approaches to Christian faith and practice are subjected to 
critique and affirmation, along with the assumptions of other world-views.  Significantly, the 
hybrid nature of identity and the interaction of world-views is viewed as a given. Hence, 
people’s world-views and faiths are imagined to develop through interactions with those 
who hold different approaches. These interactions, conversations and constructions can 
 
57 Foster and Brelsford, We Are the Church Together: Cultural Diversity in Congregational Life. 
58 Eric Law, The Wolf shall dwell with the Lamb, (St Louis, Mo: Chalice Press, 1993). 
59 González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation, 33. 
60 Lartey, Pastoral Theology in An Intercultural World, 124. 
61 Mok, The Technicolour Faith: Building a Dynamic Multicultural Church. 
62 Werner Usterhoff, "The Cultural Origins of 'Intercultural Theology'," in Intercultural Theology, ed. 
Mark J Cartledge and David Cheetham (London: SCM Press, 2011). 
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then be perceived as gifts that cultural difference and diversity bring to the life of the 
church, rather than obstacles to the unity of the church. 
In summary, according to the literature, to be a multicultural church requires an 
acknowledgement and affirmation of cultural difference as God-given. A multicultural 
church will view contextual interpretations of Scripture and theology as part of the rich 
tapestry of God, rather than differences which have to be resolved into one truth. It is in 
this unity of difference that God’s power to reconcile is revealed. Indeed, a church that 
celebrates God’s gift of multiple cultures and intentionally learns from each culture is better 
described as ‘cross-cultural’ or ‘intercultural’. Such a church seeks to live out God’s desire 
for the church to be enriched by those of other cultural contexts and witness to the world 
the reconciliation made possible through the love of God.63  
2.3.2 A church with and for First Peoples 
While scholarly considerations on being a multicultural church draw on a multicultural re-
reading of Scripture and utilise the theological concepts of hospitality and reconciliation, 
explorations in how to be a church with and for First Peoples explicitly reflect on the 
continuing legacy of invasion, dispossession and cultural genocide experienced by First 
Peoples. These examinations recognise that the churches of the colonisers were at best 
complicit, and at worst, active participants, in this legacy. The churches ran state dormitory 
systems that removed children from parents, participated in ‘civilising’ Indigenous peoples 
by insisting on Western cultural traditions, and enforced ‘reservation’ systems that severely 
curtailed freedom of movement and association of First Peoples. First Peoples were 
generally viewed by the society and the church as inferior and uncivilised peoples. 
Consequently, their cultures were perceived as having little to no redeeming features and, 
particularly, no connection to the Christian God. In the Australian context, this attitude 
towards First Peoples was intensified by the legal implications of ‘terra nullius’ and 
‘wasteland’.64 Proponents of these doctrines regarded the Australian continent as not 
 
63 While the term ‘intercultural’ is more favoured in the literature I will continue to use the term 
‘multicultural’ as a starting point for conversation due to its familiarity in the Uniting Church context. 
64 ‘Terra Nullius’ is the understanding of the land as empty and belonging to no one. Wasteland 
refers to land that was deemed to not be in productive use. See Chris Budden, "The Necessity of a 
Second Peoples' Theology in Australia," in Contextual Theology for the Twenty-First Century, ed. 
Stephen B Bevans and Katalina Tahaafe-Williams (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co, 2012) and 
Peter Lewis, "‘Terra Nullius Amnesiacs’: A Theological Analysis of the Persistence of Colonization 
in the Australian Context and the Blocks to Real Reconciliation." In Colonial Contexts and 
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being properly occupied and utilised before the British invasion, and, therefore, available 
for annexation by the crown without negotiation with the original inhabitants.  
To address this legacy of colonisation, the theological discourse in being a church for and 
with First Peoples relies heavily on postcolonial theories. Definitions of postcolonial theory 
are myriad.65  Abraham suggests two commonly accepted definitions:  
[Postcolonial theory] aims to disarticulate power from centers [sic] that 
name spaces or time by pointing out the way language and discourse 
operate to impose a preferred order on lives of subjugated people and … 
as a historical and temporal marker referring to the period after official 
decolonization.66 
While it may be convenient to separate these two strands, the chronological demarcation 
is inextricably entwined with the project to re-read the Christian faith from the perspective 
of the colonised as opposed to the coloniser. Ashcroft’s definition of ‘postcolonial’ 
addresses this entanglement: 
Postcolonial theory may be defined as that branch of contemporary theory 
that investigates, and develops propositions about, the cultural and political 
impact of European conquest upon colonized societies, and the nature of 
those societies’ responses. The ‘post’ in postcolonial refers to post-invasion 
rather than postindependence, and examines the ongoing engagement with 
imperial power. The ‘post’ identifies neither a chronology nor a specific 
ontology—it is not ‘after colonialism’ nor is it a way of being. It does not 
assume colonial domination is over—we live “after” colonialism but never 
without it—nor does it imply that there is one “postcolonial condition.” 
Postcolonial is a way of reading the texts of imperialism, but above all it is a 
way of reading the engagements of the colonized with imperial power.67 
The last sentence of this paragraph has the value of locating the relationship between 
colonised and coloniser both within historical and social contexts and at the centre of a 
postcolonial hermeneutic. The point is made that postcolonial theory provides an 
interpretive approach, but even more significantly, it provides a way of analysing the 
engagement between imperial power and the life of the colonised. Thus, the hermeneutic 
 
Postcolonial Theologies: Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific. Edited by Mark G Brett and Jione 
Havea. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 182 and fn10.  
65 Robert JC Young, "Postcolonial Remains", New Literary History 43, no. 1 (2012): 19-42. 
66 Susan Abraham, "What Does Mumbai Have to Do with Rome? Postcolonial Perspectives on 
Globalization and Theology", Theological Studies 69, no. 2 (2008): 376-394. 
67 Bill Ashcroft, "Threshold Theology," in Colonial Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: 
Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Mark G Brett and Jione Havea (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), 4 
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can be used to read against notions of ‘empire’ in the biblical texts as well as in the 
missiology and ecclesiology of churches who accompanied European powers into the ‘new 
world’.68    
Two central concepts in postcolonial hermeneutics are ‘hybridity’ and the process of 
‘decolonisation’. Hybridity refers to the negotiation of cultural difference in colonial 
contexts.69  Decolonisation refers to the recovery of previously anathematised cultures and 
the development of culturally relevant ways of governing and decision-making. In a 
Christian context, this includes a sensitive and appropriate inculturation of the gospel in 
different cultural settings.70 While postcolonial approaches have been transformative in the 
ex-European colonies of Africa and India, for settler nations there are several features of 
the approach that can be problematic. This includes the fact that settler liberation, for 
example, the United States Declaration of Independence in 1776 or the 1901 Federation of 
Australia, ‘was premised on indigenous [sic] dispossession’.71  In many cases, this 
enforced a more ‘overpowering form of colonial rule’ that cemented policies of land 
acquisition that further dispossessed First Peoples.72  
In addition, while hybridity can be used to emphasise the fluidity and construction of 
culture for those living in multicultural contexts, for First Peoples this notion is fraught. As 
Stam suggests, hybridity for First Peoples is not new, given experience of complex trade 
and cultural interchanges, but it has been used ‘to disempower Indigenous peoples of 
mixed heritage, dismissed as not “real Indians” deserving of rights.’73 The tension between 
purity and authenticity is one that is often raised by Indigenous theologians grappling with 
 
68 See Kwok Pui-lan, "Postcolonial Intervention in Political Theology", Political Theology 17, no. 3 
(2016): 223-225. Also, Chadwick Allen, "Postcolonial Theory and the Discourse of Treaties", 
American Quarterly 52, no. 1 (2000): 59-89; Ashcroft, "Threshold Theology"; Carrington, 
"Theologians Struggling to Cope at the End of An Era: Theological Educators Confronting a 
Multicultural World"; González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation; Marilyn J Legge, "Negotiating 
Mission: A Canadian Stance", International Review of Mission 93, no. 368 (2004): 119-130. 
69 Homi K Bhabha, The Location of Culture (Abingdon: Routledge Classics, 2004). 
70 Andrea Smith, "Decolonising Theology", Union Seminary Quarterly Review 59, no. 1-2 (2005). 
71 Young, "Postcolonial Remains", 25. 
72 Ibid., 25. 
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 32 
the reality of open and permeable cultural systems, rather than the closed cultural systems 
assumed and sometimes championed by early anthropologists.74   
Despite the misgivings surrounding postcolonial hermeneutics and hybridity, the core tasks 
of exposing ‘empire’ and ‘decolonising’ are ones that have found resonance in the 
Australian theological and ecclesiological context. As Peter Lewis suggests, ‘Australian 
history provides one chapter in the story of Empire’s self-proclaimed right to rule over 
“uncivilised peoples”’.75 Recognising the influence of ‘empire’ and the necessity of 
decolonization includes the recovery and development of Indigenous theology, the 
assertion that First Peoples have much to teach the Christian faith and the church, and 
suggestions for how the church in Australia can be a church for First Peoples. These 
themes are the focus of the rest of this section.  
One part of the process of ‘decolonising’ is addressing the mixed experience of First 
Peoples in the church on missions and the early insistence that there is an inherent 
dissonance between Christianity and First Peoples’ cultures. This is the primary task 
addressed by First Peoples and their allies when they study what it means for First 
Peoples to proclaim a Christian faith and belong to the Christian church in Australia.76 For 
example, Mark Yettica-Paulson acknowledges both the destructive and hope-filled 
consequences of Christian missions for First Peoples.77  Tom Calma, a Kungarakan man 
and former national Race Discrimination Commissioner, notes that despite the cultural 
control exercised by missions and the complicity of missionaries in cultural genocide, 
many First Peoples feel ‘warmth and loyalty’ towards them.78 
 
74 Mark G Brett, "Diaspora and Kenosis as Postcolonial Themes," in Decolonising the Body of 
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76 Ashcroft, "Threshold Theology", 4. 
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Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Mark G Brett and 
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322-336. 
 33 
It is First Peoples developing their own theology rather than repackaging Western 
theologies that progresses the decolonising process affirmed in postcolonial theology.79 
Drawing on Aboriginal spiritualties to interpret, critique and dialogue with the Christian 
traditions, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Christian leaders offer their own way of 
being Christian and of being church. Collections such as Aboriginal Spirituality (1996), 
edited by Anne Pattel-Gray, demonstrate the depth of theological insights and pointed 
critique of Australian church culture by communities of First Peoples in Australia.80 Other 
key works include Yarta Wandatha,81 Rainbow Spirit Theology,82 various authored and 
edited works of Anne Pattel-Gray83 and the writings and speeches of Rev Dr Djinyinni 
Gondarra.84  
The collective project of the above Indigenous theologians is to reclaim and affirm their 
own world-views and bring them into constructive conversation with the faith they have 
learnt from the Christian churches. For example, the Rainbow Spirit Elders write: ‘Our task 
now is to mould a new spirituality that will bring healing to our people, that will create a 
sense of pride and identity in our youth and strengthen them to take their rightful place 
both in this nation and in the world community.’85 This quote illustrates a version of 
hybridity that ‘takes the best of our Aboriginal spirituality, matching and linking it with the 
appropriate principles of Christian spirituality in order to form a whole that will be a “creole” 
greater than the sum of its parts.’86 It also engages in resistance to Western narratives of 
 
79 Carrington, "Theologians Struggling to Cope at the End of An Era: Theological Educators 
Confronting a Multicultural World". 
80 Garry W Trompf, "Foreword," in Aboriginal Spirituality: Past, Present, Future, ed. Anne Pattel-
Gray (Victoria: HarperCollinsReligious, 1996), viii. 
81 Denise Champion, Yarta Wandatha. (Adelaide, SA: Denise Champion, 2014). 
82 Rainbow Spirit Elders, Rainbow Spirit Theology: Towards An Australian Aboriginal Theology 
(Blackburn, Victoria: Harper Collins Religious, 1997). 
83 Anne Pattel-Gray and Garry W Trompf, "Styles of Australian Aboriginal and Melanesian 
Theology", International Review of Mission 82, no. 326 (1993): 167-188. Pattel-Gray, 
"Introduction". Indigenous Australia: A Dialogue About the Word Becoming Flesh in Aboriginal 
Churches. Anne Pattel-Gray, The Great White Flood: Racism in Australia (Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1998). 
84 Djiniyini Gondarra, Let My People Go (Darwin: Bethel Presbytery, Northern Synod of Uniting 
Church in Australia, 1986); Djiniyini Gondarra, "Overcoming the Captivities of the Western Church 
Context," in The Cultured Pearl: Australian Readings in Cross-cultural Theology and Mission, ed. 
Jim Houston (Melbourne: Victorian Council of Churches, 1986). 
85 Rainbow Spirit Elders, Rainbow Spirit Theology: Towards an Australian Aboriginal Theology 3,5-
6. 
86 Graham Paulson, "Towards An Aboriginal Theology", Pacfica 19, no. 3 (2006): 310-320. See 
also, Calma, "Respect, Tolerance and Reconciliation Rather Than Opposition and Denial: 
Indigenous Spirituality, Land and the Future of Religion in Australia". 
 34 
‘authenticity’ and the pressure to conform to dominant cultures.87  First People theologians 
continue to assert that God, the creator, has been in their lands since the beginning.88  
Significantly, they reject the narrative that the missionaries and the colonial powers 
brought God with them. Moreover, it is not only in the content of their reflections that 
Indigenous world-views are expressed but also in their methodology. For example, 
Aboriginal Spirituality, Indigenous Australia and Rainbow Spirit Theology are collaborative 
works. The theologies are constructed through conversation; consequently, consensus is 
sometimes not reached, and there is a willingness to live with ambiguity and uncertainty as 
opposed to the highly constructed and usually individual work found in the mainstream 
Western academy.89 
Complementing the affirmation of Indigenous spiritualities is the re-interpretation of 
Scriptural stories from Indigenous viewpoints. First Peoples theologians and their allies 
have examined scriptural interpretations that were used to justify European empires and 
subjugate people of colour and reinterpreted, for example, the stories of Genesis, of 
Exodus and of exile in the Hebrew Scriptures.90  Thus, the Rainbow Spirit Elders can talk 
of the Rainbow Spirit creating the land by breathing life into the land as remembered in 
Genesis. In addition, the Rainbow Spirit Elders read the many names for God in the 
Hebrew Scriptures as affirming the many names for God in Aboriginal cultures. Acts 17:26-
27 is used to affirm God’s gift of the land to First Peoples, and Psalm 104:30 is interpreted 
to parallel the reading of the land in order to take care of the land properly.91 Rev Denise 
Champion in Yarta Wandatha – the land is speaking, the people are speaking - shares the 
stories of the Adnyamathanha people and brings them into conversation with her Christian 
faith, re-reading each tradition through the lens of the other. 
Included in this re-reading of the gospel through an Indigenous world-view is the more 
controversial assertion of First Peoples cultures’ being another source of theology on a par 
 
87 For an exploration of authenticity and hybridity for Australian First Peoples see Mark G Brett, 
"Canto Ergo Sum: Indigenous Peoples and Postcolonial Theology", Pacifica 16, no. 3 (2003): 247-
256. 
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with the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.92 Brett draws on Steve Charleston’s 
“The Old Testament of Native America” to advocate for First Peoples’ stories, or a ‘people 
group’s spiritual heritage, to be viewed as a primary source of theology alongside the 
Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament — their own ‘Old Testament’.93 Brett also uses 
Moberly’s The Old Testament of the Old Testament to provide a biblical model for such a 
claim. Thus, the book of Genesis can be interpreted as paying ‘respect to the distinctive 
religion of the ancestors’. As such, the risen Christ ‘participates in each indigenous 
tradition, fulfilling each Old Testament, and not just Israel’s’.94 Such an assertion sounds 
heretical to many in the West. However, recognising the presence of God in their culture 
enables First Peoples to interpret all of the Scriptures as part of a continuing revelation, 
that they have had access to since the beginning of time. While elevating any culture to 
the status of the canon presents difficulties, for First Peoples such an assertion provides 
legitimation to sacred stories that were once, and perhaps still are, dismissed as wholly 
profane. 
The recovery and celebration of First Peoples’ culture and theology are not only focused 
on what this means for First Peoples, but also on what their insights can reveal to the 
whole of Christian faith. These leaders call the churches to repentance, critiquing them for 
being seduced by money and power.95 For the Rainbow Spirit Elders, this is part of their 
God-given mission to help the Christian church in Australia and the West ‘… see the 
damage they are doing and free themselves from the European cultural bondage in which 
their theology is imprisoned’.96 Rev Charles Harris, one of the founders of the Uniting 
Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress, is more explicit, stating ‘the first goal of the 
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radical Aboriginal church is to bring the Australian church away from its paganism and its 
idolatry and back to the true and living God of the Dreamtime.’97 
The good news articulated by First Peoples is not only for the church but also for the 
‘freeing of the whole creation’. Consequently, the connection of First Peoples to land is 
promoted as an important contribution both to the strengthening of Indigenous Christians, 
and the critique of mainstream churches’ reflections on, and treatment of, land.98  This is 
inextricably linked with notions of well-being that entwine the physical (the whole material 
creation) and the spiritual. The whole creation is consequently imbued with ‘spirit’, 
encouraging a reverence for the land and the people and the relationship between them.99   
Mark Yettica-Paulson suggests the ‘deep memory’ of an Indigenous world-view is also a 
gift for the whole church. The carrying of memory into the present is an important 
connection between tradition and the present. As he states: 
Christians should know the dangers of disconnection from ancient 
memories. Christians live out of the deep wells of an ancient story that 
nourishes us and shapes us. We cannot understand or do mission 
effectively unless we understand the deeper memory that moves in all of us 
as human beings and lives on in our subconscious… Christian mission is 
sharing from the deep well of God’s self-giving love, manifest over a very 
long time and in many contexts and cultures.100 
What is required then for the church to be a church with and for First Peoples? First, it is 
important to recognise that the use of the term ‘hospitality’, dominant in reflections on 
being a multicultural church, has different implications for churches at mission in the ex-
colonies of Great Britain and Europe.101 The notion of ‘guest and host’ continually raises 
legitimate questions regarding ownership of land and the power dynamics inherent in such 
terminology. Instead, Indigenous theologians and their allies have emphasised the need to 
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speak the truth about the past and repent of the attitudes and practices that have caused, 
and continue to cause, harm to First Peoples.102   
The message from First Peoples is that for repentance to be viewed as genuine it has to 
be accompanied by concrete efforts to re-imagine the relationship between First and 
Second Peoples. Repentance involves, for example, addressing injustice and restitution, 
and encouraging and resourcing First Peoples’ priorities. It could include models of church 
governance and polity such as autonomy within existing churches, being in partnership 
with existing churches, or as independent entities.103   
Repentance also includes Second Peoples developing a theology that takes into account 
the whole Australian context as ‘[we] cannot speak of God if we do not deal with suffering 
and dispossession from land… [and] the reality of a church that lives on and finds its 
wealth on stolen land.’104 An attitude of listening, rather than speaking, by Second 
Peoples, demonstrates to First Peoples that the repentance of the church is real.105 
Various terms are used to describe this listening posture.   Mark Brett suggests ‘kenosis’ 
and explores its usefulness as a metaphor for the dominant culture to inhabit. He pairs this 
self-emptying with diaspora:  a sense of being displaced from ‘the conventional patterns of 
power and identity’ in order to resist the temptation to ‘exercise mastery over others.’106 
Lewis uses the term ‘decolonising’ and the phrase ‘embracing the other’ to describe a 
similar approach that transforms the church into an entity that acts in solidarity with First 
Peoples.107  Alternatively, Ashcroft builds on the notion of ‘silence’ as ‘particularly 
important for the people who have inherited power, the descendants of the colonisers’, in 
his formulation of threshold theology.108 Each of these authors are calling the dominant 
cultures to review, repent and then allow themselves to be transformed into new 
relationships with First Peoples that are characterised by equity and partnership, rather 
than paternalism.  
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In terms of practising such concepts, Mark Yettica-Paulson has developed an intercultural 
framework of practice for the church that takes into account power dynamics, cultural 
identity and hybridity and transformative relationships.109 In Yettica-Paulson’s approach, 
seen in Figure 1, each cultural group has the opportunity to cultivate its own identity, and 
to share those identities with others. Deep purple spaces are for cultivating the connection 
to ancient memory. The blue spaces are for activities that strengthen culture and identity. 
The red space is the teaching space where one group teaches the other about their 
culture. The yellow space is the side by side space where relationships are improved 
through working together. The green space is the ‘space of genuine dialogue, hybridity 
and innovation where ideas do not belong to any one group but have arisen out of 
collaboration’. This model acknowledges the insidiousness of power dynamics while still 
insisting on the importance of listening and learning before working together and 
discovering innovation. However, it is sobering to reflect on what cultivating cultural identity 
may mean for the dominant Anglo culture in Australia, given the recent rise in white 
supremacist ideology across the Western world.  
 
Figure 1 Mark Yettica-Paulson’s model of intercultural conversation. 
In sum, a church with and for First Peoples, or more broadly, a ‘postcolonial ecclesia’,110 
will be marked not only by repentance and listening of the Second Peoples, but also by 
seeking ‘both prayerful and practical ways of entering into the narrative of Indigenous 
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resistance to Empire.’111 This is a church of partnership that is open to the transformation 
that the Spirit brings. As partners in being church, the attention is on the developing of 
relationship between First and Second Peoples, rather than an engagement that Second 
Peoples seek to define, direct and control. A decolonising conversation – one based on 
repentance, listening, reconciliation and partnership – requires, in addition, a posture of 
vulnerability, an acceptance of ambiguity and a focus on eschatological hope from the 
whole church. Legge’s summary of this partnership missiology from the United Church of 
Canada experience with reconciliation with First Peoples encapsulates such an approach 
well: 
The capacity to know and name one’s hurt, to recognise one’s vulnerability, 
to bear suffering in order to work against unnecessary suffering is a 
blessing. This is our calling as Christians following the Way of Jesus. The 
temptation to permit Christianity to lapse back into an escapist spirituality, 
an accommodation to the power of privilege will be great if we do not learn 
to hold each other accountable to these realities.112 
2.4 The Uniting Church in Australia:  A covenanting and multicultural 
church 
Since the inauguration of the Uniting Church in 1977 contextual theological concerns have 
become more prominent in the statements of the National Assembly. This change in focus 
mirrors the hermeneutical shift to the subject and contextual theology traced above.113  
Although the 1959 Joint Commission on Church Union (JCCU) document, ‘The Faith of the 
Church’, did reference First Peoples and people of different cultural backgrounds as part of 
the commitment of the church to world mission, there was little other mention of the 
cultural or geographic context of Australia.114 Increasing awareness of history with 
Indigenous peoples and the influx of non-European migrants in the 1970s made questions 
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of location and context ripe for theological reflection. Andrew Dutney, the President of the 
UCA from 2012-2015, wrote in 1988:  
To be 'in Christ' is to be caught up in God's active commitment to 'the world' 
[building on 1 Cor 5:18-19 on reconciliation]… and commissioned to give 
expression to that commitment wherever in the world one happens to be. It 
is not to be dis-located from the world but, in a profound sense, to be re-
located in the world; as participants in and servants of God's peace.115 
A number of statements have been made by the national church that address what it 
means to be church in the historical and contemporary context of Australia. Table 1 
provides a timeline of these statements. Tracing the developments of these statements will 
illustrate this shift to contextual concerns. Below I provide a brief survey of the history of 
the statements presented in Table 1. 
 
Date A Church for and with First 
Peoples 
A Multicultural Church 
1985 Recognition by the National 
Assembly of UAICC having 
oversight of UCA ministry with 
Indigenous peoples 
The Congress Charter 
The Uniting Church is a 
Multicultural Church.  
1988 Invitation from the UAICC for 
the UCA to enter a Covenant 
 
1994 The Covenant between the 
UAICC and UCA 
 
2006  A Church for all God’s People 
 
115 Andrew Dutney, "Introduction: Postmark Australia," in From Here to Where? Australian 
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Date A Church for and with First 
Peoples 
A Multicultural Church 
2009 The Preamble to the UCA 
Constitution 
The Preamble to the UCA 
Constitution 
2012  One Body, Many Members  
Table 1 Summary of UCA Statements 
With regards to being a church for and with First Peoples, the UCA story, in brief, is the 
following. The Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress (UAICC) was 
established over a series of meetings culminating in the 1982 Crystal Creek conference 
and the 1983 inaugural meeting of Congress at Galwin’ku.116 At these meetings there were 
calls for a ‘black’ church. This would be a church that was self-determining, self-governing 
and independent and demand redress for the stealing of land and culture. By 1985 the 
UAICC indicated a desire to be a partner with the UCA and have responsibility for ministry 
with Australian Indigenous Peoples. Robert Bos comments that the situation before the 
establishment of the UAICC was that church structures excluded Aboriginal people. 
Consequently, the establishment of the Congress was not an ‘apartheid’, as some critics 
suggested, but a ‘disadvantaged minority seeking to enter into fellowship and partnership 
with a majority’.117   
Frustration over the lack of responsibility given to the UAICC, coupled with concerns over 
the conflation of a multicultural framework with a First Peoples’ framework, led to the 1988 
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invitation from the UAICC for the UCA to enter into a covenant.118  The term ‘covenant’ 
was used rather than ‘reconciliation’ for the following reason: 
Reconciliation is an important Christian word. It is one of the words that St 
Paul uses to help his readers apprehend the significance of 
Christ…Essentially reconciliation deals with estrangement. It deals with the 
past and with the present realities of alienation and distancing in our 
experience... 
Covenanting can only proceed on the basis of reconciliation. It is a solemn 
commitment between two parties entered into in the presence of God and 
before witnesses. In covenanting, the two parties undertake mutual 
responsibilities. It is about making commitments for a more just and caring 
future. It is based in grace and trust. It is orientated towards living together 
in justice in the future.119 
Rev Charles Harris laid particular stress on yoking repentance, reconciliation and 
covenant, declaring that ‘bearing witness to the love of God involves working for justice’.120 
Harris was critical of the missionary churches’ ‘spiritualisation’ of the gospel that 
‘prevented them from wrestling with the issue of their own oppression’.121 Rev Harris, as 
leader of the UAICC, invited the Uniting Church into a covenant, a mutual relationship of 
‘commitment and response’.122 Significantly, this was imagined as a relationship of 
solidarity where the whole church enters relationships with First Peoples based on respect 
and friendship, commits to learn from First Peoples, stands with First Peoples against the 
injustices they face and concurrently reflects on their own faith and cultures.123  
The Preamble to the Constitution of the Uniting Church further enshrined the uniqueness 
of Indigenous Australians in the Australian context. The Preamble acknowledges that: 
The First Peoples had already encountered the Creator God before the 
arrival of the colonisers; the Spirit was already in the land revealing God to 
 
118 Delphin-Stanford and Brown, Committed to Change: Covenanting in the Uniting Church in 
Australia, 8 and William W Emilsen, "The Origins of the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian 
Congress," in Mapping the Landscape: Essays in Australian and New Zealand Christianity, ed. 
William W Emilsen and Susan Emilsen (New York: Peter Lang, 2000), 5-7. For more detail on the 
interrelationship between Pacific Islanders, the adoption of a multicultural church framework and 
the UAICC see William Emilsen, “The Interdependence of the Indigenous and Multicultural 
Christian Perspectives – A Fading Vision?”  
119 Delphin-Stanford and Brown, Committed to Change: Covenanting in the Uniting Church in 
Australia, 10.  
120 Ibid, 14ff. 
121 Ibid., 15. 
122 Ibid., 100. 
123 Ibid., 17. 
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the people through law, custom and ceremony. The same love and grace 
that was finally and fully revealed in Jesus Christ sustained the First 
Peoples and gave them particular insights into God's ways.124 
This paragraph affirms God’s presence in the country and in the people before European 
settlement. While this may appear to be self-evident, the rest of the Preamble rehearses 
the mixed treatment of First Peoples by the church, making the above paragraph a counter 
to mainstream beliefs of missionaries and society. Significantly, First Peoples were 
instrumental in the adoption of these statements by the UCA. The UCA took seriously the 
experience of First Peoples and allowed this experience to speak into its ecclesiology, 
missiology and interpretation of Scripture. 
In the same period of the recognition of UAICC and the Covenant, the Uniting Church 
made formal statements about being a multicultural Church. These affirmations recognised 
that, though Australia was becoming more and more culturally diverse and, consequently, 
so was the Uniting Church, the way the UCA organised, worshipped, educated and formed 
itself was still dominated by a white, Western world-view. For example, the 1985 
document, The Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church, states:  
It is essential therefore to provide for full participation of Aboriginal and 
ethnic (1)125 people, women and men, in decision making in the councils of 
the Church; to ensure that these groups have equitable rights in the use of 
Uniting Church properties and access to its resources; and to include their 
concerns and perspectives in the agendas of the councils of the Church. 
The Uniting Church seeks to be open to changes that the Holy Spirit will 
bring to the Church because of the creative contributions of people of 
different racial and cultural groups to its life.126 
Consultations through the 1980s and 1990s reiterated the need to integrate mono-ethnic 
migrant congregations into the life of the Uniting Church.127 The 1993 document Building 
Bridges noted resentment from the established UCA at the difficulties of incorporating 
different languages and culture into the life of councils and decision-making. However, the 
report affirmed that multiculturalism: 
 
124 Uniting Church in Australia, Constitution and Regulations, 35, para 3.  
125 Footnote from the original document ‘The commission has not found an entirely appropriate 
word to describe Congregations composed of people of cultures other than Aboriginal or Anglo-
Celtic, and worshipping languages other than these. The word “ethnic” is used throughout to 
describe such.’ 
126 The Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church, paragraph 5. 
127 Yoo, Crowe and Mavor, Building Bridges: Sharing Life and Faith in a Multicultural Church.
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 … can lead to a truer picture of the gospel because it enables different 
cultural perspectives to stand side by side. It holds the promise of a more 
balanced view of reality and the gospel. It brings the great enrichment of 
new images, evangelical vigour and an enriched theological tradition.128 
Later reports further draw attention to the richness available to the church if cultural 
traditions are given more weight. In addition, they also suggest actions that ministers, 
congregations and other councils of the UCA could take in order to reflect more fully its 
desire to be a multicultural church.129 During this period National Conferences of different 
diaspora communities were also established within the Uniting Church, though they have 
no official conciliar role. In 1987 the Tongan National Conference was inaugurated and 
since then 13 National Conferences have been established to facilitate networking, provide 
opportunities for learning and to nurture the next generation.130 
In sum, the UCA has made it a priority, at least in its official statements, to theologically 
reflect on its historical context and listen to the experiences and voices of those outside 
the dominant cultural framework. These statements from the UCA mirror the shift in 
hermeneutics from universal to contextual and from objective to subjective outlined above. 
Unsurprisingly, similar themes as those presented in section three of this chapter are also 
found in the UCA statements. These themes include the emphasis on repentance and 
partnership in the covenanting statements and an affirmation of different cultural 
perspectives enriching the life of the church in the multicultural statements. 
2.5 Summary 
In this chapter, I have traced the shift in hermeneutics from the Enlightenment framework 
of universality and objectivity to one that affirms the consideration of experience and 
context as essential in any theological reflection. This has been described in the 
movements in practical theology as well as illustrated in the explorations of being a church 
 
128 In the 1980s multicultural church language in the UCA usually included reference to Indigenous 
peoples. The UAICC resisted this move, emphasising their unique relationship to the land and their 
‘prior occupancy in relation to successive waves of migration. Noted in Bernard A Clarke and 
Arnold D Hunt, "Multiculturalism and the Uniting Church," in Religion and Multiculturalism in 
Australia: Essays in Honour of Victor C Hayes, ed. Norman C Habel (Melbourne: Joint Board of 
Christian Education, 1992), 233. 
129 Ibid., 227. 
130UCA National Multicultural and Cross Cultural Ministry, National Conferences 
https://www.assembly.uca.org.au/mcm/resources/other-resources/item/1005-about-national-
conferences   Accessed 19 June, 2020. 
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for and with First Peoples and a multicultural church. We have seen that the field of 
theology, including practical theology, underwent a major hermeneutical shift in the 
twentieth century. The Enlightenment emphasis on the scientific method, universality and 
the interpreter as objective observer was displaced. The interpreter was no longer viewed 
as being an objective observer, but instead as a subject intimately concerned in the 
interpretive task. This turn to the subject, along with the globalization of Christianity, led to 
a growing awareness of multiple world-views and a consequent legitimation of contextual 
theology from communities on the margin of the dominant white Western world-view.  
This rise in contextual theologies displaced the previously understood universal 
applicability of theology, including ecclesiology. The church itself has had to grapple with a 
proliferation of world-views and multiple interpretations of what it means to be church, 
particularly in colonized, settler countries. Moreover, reflections on ecclesiology have also 
had to address what it means to be church in contexts where there are many different 
cultures. The vast majority of authors draw attention to the multicultural nature of the 
biblical text and the multicultural context of Jesus’ ministry as justification for the necessity 
of the church to be multicultural in order to be true to God’s call. The practices 
recommended to form such a multicultural church have moved from a ‘hospitality’ model, 
with the guest/host analogy, to a ‘reconciliation’ model that gathers people around Christ 
as the centre.  
Theological reflections on what it means to be a church for and with First Peoples rely 
heavily on postcolonial theory and the associated concepts of hybridity and decolonisation. 
While hybridity has mixed implications for First Peoples in settler countries like Australia, 
the idea of decolonisation has found more resonance. As such, confronting the church with 
the history of its dealings with First Peoples and the accompanying recovery and 
development of Indigenous theologians’ voices has reframed what it means to be church 
in Australia.  
Affirmations by the Uniting Church in Australia on being a multicultural and covenanting 
church reflect these hermeneutical shifts. Since union, in 1977, the UCA has made 
multiple statements that grapple with the reality of being a church of many cultures and 
being a church that has been, and is still, complicit in the dispossession of First Peoples. 
In subsequent chapters, the ordinary theology of young adults in the Uniting Church will be 
brought into conversation with these official statements of the Uniting Church. Before 
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presenting these findings, I will outline the methodological assumptions and the methods I 
use in the research. 
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3.  Methodology and method 
To explore how young adults in the UCA articulate what it means to be a multicultural 
church and a church for and with First Peoples I have divided the research into three 
phases. The first phase is an interpretive phenomenological analysis of semi-structured 
interviews with young adult leaders in the Uniting Church in Australia. The second phase is 
a thematic analysis of the official statements of the Uniting Church on being a multicultural 
and covenanting church. In the third phase of the research, themes that emerge from the 
interviews and the official statements are brought into a critical theological conversation 
that draws on the relevant academic context. Out of this conversation, suggestions for 
areas of attention are developed. In this chapter, I outline the methodological assumptions 
for the research and the implications for my role as researcher, and then detail these three 
phases of the research. 	
3.1 Methodology 
The methodological assumptions of the thesis are drawn from the discipline of practical 
theology, including the sub-disciplines of empirical ecclesiology1 and ordinary theology.2 In 
this section of the chapter I will survey these fields in turn before outlining four 
methodological assumptions that have shaped the research. First we turn to the broad 
field of practical theology. As an academic discipline, practical theology focuses on the 
interplay between experience, reflection and action in order to equip the whole people of 
God for their work in the world. Leading practical theologians such as Browning,3 Heitink,4 
 
1 Examples of empirical ecclesiology include: Nicholas M Healy, Church, World and the Christian 
Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000); 
Explorations in Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. Christian B Scharen (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 2012); Perspectives on Ecclesiology and 
Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 
2012). Natalie Wigg-Stevenson, Ethnographic Theology: An Enquiry Into the Production of 
Theological Knowledge (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014).  
2 Jeff Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology (Aldershot, England: 
Ashgate, 2002). 
3 Don S Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996). 
4 Gerben Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains, trans. Reinder Bruinsma 
(Cambridge, Mass.: WB Eerdmans, 1999). 
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Van der Ven,5 and Ballard and Pritchard6 all posit very useful, and quite similar, ways in 
which to bring experience, reflection on that experience, and action coming out of this 
reflection into an on-going cycle or spiral.7 Browning, for example, starts at a critical 
moment or practice, which is described through empirical and theological analysis 
(experience and reflection), explored historically, reflected on systematically (reflection) 
and then strategised for ways of change (action). Similarly, Ballard and Pritchard describe 
the action-reflection process as a dialogue ‘discovering more about the world and the 
gospel in the light of new knowledge and better practice; while also bringing to bear on all 
situations the wisdom of the tradition and the insights of faith.’8 Their account of the 
pastoral cycle has descriptive, normative, critical and apologetic implications for practical 
theology research, bringing the experience of Christian life into intentional conversation 
with the tradition of the church.  Such an approach also assists in identifying and 
processing challenges and implications in living the Christian life for both individuals and 
communities.9    
Notably, practical theologians locate human experience of God as a serious departure 
point for theological reflection and action.10  Indeed Graham, Walton and Ward suggest 
that all theology is practical theology in that ‘talk about God’ is a human activity and thus 
worthy of theological investigation.11  It is also important to note that, though practical 
theologians may use the tools of the social sciences, their task is to theologically reflect on 
both the process and the content of the research. As Tanner remarks, theological 
reflection is a cultural inquiry formed through on-going reflection on practice and tradition.12  
 
5 Johannes van der Ven, Practical Theology: An Empirical Approach (The Netherlands: Kok 
Pharos, 1993). 
6 Paul Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of 
Church and Society (London: SPCK, 2006), 34. 
7 See Albert Ploeger, "Practical Theological Theory and the Praxis of the Church", International 
Journal of Practical Theology 1 (1999): 69-93. 
8 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of Church 
and Society, 34. 
9 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of Church 
and Society, 10-12. See also, Anthony G Reddie, Is God Colour-Blind? Insights from Black 
Theology for Christian Ministry (London, Great Britain: SPCK, 2009). 
10 Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains. 
11 Elaine Graham, Heather Walton and Frances Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods (London: 
SCM, 2005), loc205. 
12 Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 1997), 63-69. 
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Interpretive phenomenology has been particularly influential in practical theology by 
providing an epistemological framework that views lived experience as, at least partially, 
knowable through reflections on that lived experience and the interplay between reflection 
and interpretation. Indeed, reflections on lived experience are viewed as interpretive acts 
consisting of an interaction between that experience and the lived experience of the 
researcher.13 In this way, interpretive phenomenology focuses on the relation of the 
individual to their experience and assumes that individuals cannot abstract themselves 
from their experiences.14 Furthermore, like the participants in research, the researcher 
herself is enmeshed in her life-world. Thus, she is not to pretend to an objective stance, 
bracketing out her own assumptions, but instead use these insights in a ‘constructive, 
critical dialogue’,15 or in Gadamer’s terms ‘a fusion of horizons’, with the insights of the 
research participants. Thus, each researcher brings their own interpretations to both data 
collection and analysis. Using this experience-reflection-action framework I start with a 
critical moment, the 2009 Assembly, reflect on this moment through theological analysis of 
academic works, interviews with young adults, and analysis of official texts which are then 
brought into critical conversation with each other. Finally, out of this conversation, I 
develop suggestions for action.  
Further developing a focus on experience, the subfield of empirical ecclesiology, or 
‘concrete’ ecclesiology,16 takes the lived experience of the church itself, rather than 
systematic ecclesiology, as the starting point for reflection on the purpose of the church. 
Ordinary theology, similarly, suggests that attention needs to be given to the articulation of 
theology by non-academically trained people. Ordinary theology places academic theology 
on a spectrum with the theological reflections of ‘ordinary’ or non-academically trained 
believers. Theologies can then be understood as speech-acts that can highlight how 
people make meaning in their world and the connection between articulating thought and 
interpretation of experience.17 By examining the theology of ordinary church members it is 
possible to gain a better understanding of the theology of ‘people in the pews’ and the 
 
13 Patricia Benner, "Interpretive Phenomenology," in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative 
Research Methods. ed. Lisa M Given (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2008), 466-467. 
14 Kay A Lopez and Danny G Willis, "Descriptive Versus Interpretive Phenomenology: Their 
Contributions to Nursing Knowledge", Qualitative Health Research 14, no. 5 (2004).  
15 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM 
Press, 2006), 114. 
16 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology. 
17 Benner, "Interpretive Phenomenology", 465. 
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influence of the accepted doctrines of the church.18  Astley and others also suggest that 
investigations into the theology of ordinary believers provides an insight into the way 
theology is constructed and how ordinary believers use their faith to navigate the world. 19    
Both these-sub disciplines of practical theology are oriented to a ‘theology from below’. For 
example, empirical ecclesiology holds in tension God’s call on the church to be the body of 
Christ and the people of God with the experience of the church, both in history and in 
contemporary life. Likewise, ordinary theology focuses on the articulations of ‘people in the 
pew’, giving insight to how theology is transmitted and constructed. The particular stress 
on individual’s experience of the church and the theological reflections of ‘ordinary 
believers’ make these two field of practical theology appropriate to a research project 
focused on young adults’ theological reflections on the church. 
Four methodological assumptions, developed from the above fields, provide a framework 
for this research. The first assumption is that practical theology, while using the tools of the 
social sciences, is first and foremost a theological practice. In other words, as a practical 
theologian, I am reflecting theologically during all parts of the research process. This 
reflection started with the motivation to begin the research outlined in the introduction, 
continued with the exploration of the research questions in previous literature, is 
maintained throughout data collection and analysis and comes to a provisional end with 
the suggestions of the concluding chapter. Second, the experiences and theological 
reflections of non-academic theologians is a valid field of study for practical theologians. 
Such a focus can provide useful information about the formation of Christians in the faith of 
 
18 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, 61. 
19 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology; Jeff Astley, "The 
Analysis, Investigation and Application of Ordinary Theology," in Exploring Ordinary Theology: 
Everyday Christian Believing and the Church, ed. Jeff Astley and Leslie J Francis (Surrey, 
England: Ashgate, 2013); Jeff Astley, "Ordinary Theology and the Learning Conversation with 
Academic Theology," in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the 
Church, ed. Jeff Astley and Leslie J Francis (Surrey, England, 2013); Eileen R Campbell-Reed and 
Christian Scharen, "Ethnography on Holy Ground: How Qualitative Interviewing Is Practical 
Theological Work", International Journal Practical Theology 17, no. 2 (2013): 232-259; Simon 
Chan, Grassroots Asian Theology: Thinking the Faith From the Ground Up (Downers Grove, 
Ilinois: IVP Academic, 2014); Ann Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who Do You Say I Am? Answers 
From the Pews (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2012); Nicholas M Healy, "Ordinary Theology, 
Theological Method and Constructive Ecclesiology," in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday 
Christian Believing and the Church, ed. Leslie J Francis and Jeff Astley (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 
2013); James Nieman, "Attending Locally: Theologies in Congregations", International Journal of 
Practical Theology (2002): 198-225; Reddie, Is God Colour-Blind? Insights from Black Theology for 
Christian Ministry. 
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the church as well as offer useful critique of both church doctrine and practice. Third, the 
church itself is understood as a sociocultural body that is a part of, and a participant in, the 
work of God in the world.20  Fourth, the previous three points imply that theological 
reflection, at its best, is a collaborative practice, involving both ordinary and academic 
theologians. After providing more detail on these four assumptions, I outline their 
implications for my role as researcher.  
3.1.1 Practical theology is a theological practice 
As mentioned in the introductory chapter, I have come to this research through an 
experience of the 2009 Uniting Church National Assembly meeting. At this meeting, I 
observed, and then reflected on, the way the Uniting Church expresses its ecclesiology at 
a national level and the seeming disjunction with how these ecclesiological statements are 
manifested in the other councils of the church, including congregations. I wanted to 
discover what meaning such pronouncements may have for people as they go about their 
everyday faith life. Fundamentally, then, my questions are about the making of meaning 
within the framework of faith. To answer these questions data needs to be collected; 
however, this data is to be collected, analysed and circulated in a way that reflects the faith 
of both myself, as the researcher, and the research participants. This necessitates an 
ordering of the research which privileges theological reflection, while taking seriously the 
insights gained through the methods of the social sciences.  
Theologians such as Anderson, Tanner, Healy, Ward, Scharen and Wigg-Stevenson call 
for such a theologically grounded method of empirical theology. 21  Most particularly, for 
these writers, practical theologians are understood first and foremost as theologians. They 
are asking theological questions and seeking theological answers. In other words, practical 
theologians are theological interpreters, co-operating in the construction of the theological 
world. The methods of the social sciences, thus, are understood as a tool to help 
 
20 Michelle Cook, "The Atonement and the Work of Christ: a conversation between contemporary 
atonement theologies and the Basis of Union" Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Brisbane College of 
Theology, October, 2009; Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution 
to Messianic Ecclesiology 2nd Rev Ed (London: SCM Press, 1977), 22 ff.  
21 Ray Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological Praxis 
(Illinois: Intervarsity Press, 2001); Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology. Healy, 
Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology; Scharen, "Introduction". 
Ward, "Introduction"; Wigg-Stevenson, Ethnographic Theology: An Enquiry Into the Production of 
Theological Knowledge. 
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theologians and the church be formed for the work of God. For example, Healy comments 
that, ‘(e)cclesiology’s main function is to help the church respond as best it can to its 
context by reflecting theologically and critically upon its concrete identity.’22 As such, the 
primary tasks of the church, to witness to Jesus Christ and form disciples, can be 
challenged and encouraged through the tools of history, sociology or ethnography. 	
Moreover, Tanner’s insight that theology is a cultural practice further underlines that 
practical theology itself, or indeed any theology, is a part of Christian practice.23 
Traditionally, Christian practices have been confined to examples such as worship, 
pastoral care, preaching, service and prayer. By viewing theological reflection as a 
Christian practice, both the researcher and the participants are drawn into a practice of 
faith. In other words, practising theology involves the theologian in her own journey of 
theological reflection as well as the more externally oriented theological reflection that is 
the focus of the research. Likewise, the research participants travel their own path through 
theological reflection and formation by virtue of their participation in the research. This 
assumption emphasises the open-ended and eschatological nature of theology. It also 
draws attention to how Christians reflect on and practise faith.24  Subsequently, this 
understanding assumes that God is active throughout the theological practice. This 
project, then, is a theological practice that engages both researcher and participants in 
active theological reflection on what it means for the UCA to be a multicultural and 
covenanting church. The interviews, the analysis, indeed the reason for the research is 
‘holy ground’,25 revealing insights for a God-filled life and arising from the context of 
Christian faith.26 
3.1.2 Lived experience and theological practice 
As a theological discipline, practical theology posits experience of God as a legitimate 
departure point for theological reflection and action.27 Empirical ecclesiology and ordinary 
 
22 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology, loc304. 
23 See Wigg-Stevenson, Ethnographic Theology: An Enquiry Into the Production of Theological 
Knowledge, 24ff. 
24 Charles R Foster and Theodore Brelsford, We Are the Church Together: Cultural Diversity in 
Congregational Life (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity International, 1996), 19. 
25 Campbell-Reed and Scharen, "Ethnography on Holy Ground: How Qualitative Interviewing Is 
Practical Theological Work". 
26 Ward, "Introduction", 3. 
27 Heitink, Practical Theology: History/Theory/Action Domains. 
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theology draw attention to not just lived experience, but to ordinary believers’ theological 
reflections on this lived experience within the context of the community of faith. Such an 
approach rests on the assumption that all people are made in the image of God and, 
therefore, their experience of God and experience of a life of faith are worthy of study. The 
significance of such an approach is at least twofold: it recognises the worth of every 
believer and provides insights to the whole church on how Christian faith is transmitted 
and formed.  
While ordinary theology elevates the theological reflection of ordinary believers as an area 
worthy of study, it has been criticised as a descriptive sociology of religion, rather than an 
investigation of theological practices. This critique stems from a failure to see the work of 
theological reflection as a practice in itself. As Swinton and Mowatt suggest: 
Practices… contain values, beliefs, theologies and other assumptions 
which, for the most part, go unnoticed until they are complexified and 
brought to our notice through the process of theological reflection.28 	
The aim of an ordinary theology approach, while using the methods of the social sciences, 
is to explore with the participants their theology (their understanding of the life of faith) and 
bring it into dialogue with more rigorous and structured pieces of theological work. The 
significance of ‘ordinary theology’, for this, and other research, is that it recognises the act 
of articulating theology as an ongoing practice that forms and re-forms faith in action. 
Indeed, in this approach, theological reflection is explicitly recognised as a practice 
through which people make sense of their faith and come to decisions about how they live 
out their faith. The focus is on meaning-making within a faith context and from a faith 
perspective. This understanding, valuing and analysing of the theological worlds of the 
‘people in the pew’ provides a platform for those in leadership in the church to engage in a 
more informed way with the faith of the people they are trying to lead.29   
Thus, while the work of the academic theologian provides the church with thorough and 
lucid analyses of theological questions, a focus on the theological reflection of ‘people in 
the pews’ provides insights into the transmission and development of theological reflection 
in everyday life. As Astley states, ‘the nature of our religious faith is partly, but significantly, 
 
28 Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, 20. 
29 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, 146. 
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determined by the way in which it came and comes (and indeed goes).’30 A concentration 
on such ‘theology-under-construction’ can assist the church in recognising the theological 
reflections of all those who express faith rather than assuming that theology is only a 
production of an academic elite.31 While some in the field of ordinary theology focus on 
how the insights of ordinary theologians conform to normative doctrine, this thesis is 
concerned with a more mutual critical conversation between the official statements of the 
church and the insights of ordinary theologians.32 The role of the researcher in such a 
project is to elicit and describe these worlds and suggest implications for the life of the 
Christian community, including the collaborative construction of official theology, in its 
participation in the work of God in the world.   
Other authors use the term ‘everyday theologies’ to speak of what is here referred to as 
‘ordinary theology’. It is worth teasing out the distinctions between these two terms. Astley 
defines ‘ordinary Christian theology’ as:  
... Christians who have received little or no theological education of a 
scholarly, academic or systematic kind. ‘Ordinary’, in this context implies 
non-scholarly and non-academic; it fits the dictionary definition that refers to 
an ‘ordinary person’ as one who is ‘without exceptional experience or 
expert knowledge’ NSOED, 1996.33	
This theology of ordinary Christians is on a spectrum with that of academically trained 
theologians. In contrast, the phrase, ‘everyday theologies’, used by Tanner, and others 
drawing on Tanner’s work, refers to the taken-for-granted theologies used by people in 
their every-day life. I am using the term ‘ordinary theologians’ as it pays attention to the 
theologians as subjects of the research rather than objects. In other words, it is a 
description of the people, those without academic theological training, rather than their 
theological reflections, which may be anything but ordinary. 
 
30 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, 6. 
31 Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology, 69ff. 
32 For an example of the former see Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who Do You Say I Am? 
Answers From the Pews compares ordinary theologians’ understandings of Christ to classic 
Christian doctrines.  
33 Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology, 56. 
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3.1.3 The Church is a part of, and participant in, the work of God  
My experience of the UCA National Assembly in 2009 highlighted the imperfections of the 
church. While the Assembly made pronouncements of God’s call to the world and to the 
church in areas like covenanting and multiculturalism, it was evident that the majority of 
people who are part of the UCA had little interaction with this vision. My taken-for-granted 
idealism was broken apart, yet I could see that this body was a people on the way to God’s 
promised land, wrestling with its identity in God and struggling to fulfil that calling. This 
prompted me to review the traditional twofold understanding of the church as the visible, 
flawed body we see day to day and the invisible perfect body that exists outside of time. 
As Healy suggests, this twofold understanding of the church fails to grapple with the 
‘sinfulness’ or ‘misperformance’ of the church. This is because the visible church is viewed 
as merely a distortion of the invisible church and not reflective of the ‘real’ church. Instead, 
Healy suggests, the church is ‘in via’.34   
This ‘church on the way’ is an understanding expressed in the Uniting Church Basis of 
Union. In this document, the church is called to confess Christ and be a ‘pilgrim people, 
always on the way to a promised goal’, bearing witness to Christ as a ‘fellowship of 
reconciliation’ (para 3). The church, therefore, is not a perfect people, but a people called 
by God to a journey. It does not perfectly exist in the invisible church but is travelling 
towards the completion of God’s work. Further highlighting the expectation of imperfection, 
the document states that the church has the gift of the Holy Spirit, ‘through which God will 
constantly correct that which is erroneous in its life’ (para 18). A way of understanding this 
dynamic is to view the church as simultaneously created by God, that is, called into being 
by the gracious action of God in Christ, and as a partner of God, participating in God’s 
work in the world, despite its imperfect life. 
It, therefore, should not be surprising if research finds people’s experience of the church 
highlights its inability to live out its calling. My focus, however, is on how the young adults 
and the official statements of the church expose this disjunction between words and 
actions. It is this in-between space, where participants have the opportunity to explore their 
understandings of church, relationship with First Peoples and multiculturalism, which is 
largely neglected by the literature and by the church. Although this may be a place of 
 
34 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology.  
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messiness and paradox, it is when contradictions are articulated that new insights may 
arise. 	
3.1.4 Theological reflection is a collaborative process 
An emphasis on practical theology as a theological practice that draws on the insights of 
both ordinary theologians and academically trained theologians leads to the conclusion 
that theological reflection, at its best, is a collaborative process. As such, valuing the 
reflections of ordinary theologians necessitates the incorporation of these insights into the 
theological reflections of academic specialists who are trained to grapple with, and elicit, 
theological insights and challenges. As Healy suggests, this is so that the insights of 
‘professional theologians and pastors’ can be intentionally and constructively brought into 
dialogue with lay members of the church as well as those who are on the edges of the 
church.35  This enables insiders and outsiders, and experts and lay people, to mutually 
inform and challenge each other through the exchange of theological reflections on 
everyday life, as well as on the central doctrines and practices of the church. In addition, 
those who are at the edges of the church may also have ‘clearer insights into its sinfulness 
and inadequacies’ than those at the centre and hence provide helpful suggestions for 
church reform.36  
Cross-cultural research in the social sciences also recognises the research act to be 
ideally one of collaboration between researcher and participant. As is the case for practical 
theological research, there is a stress on ensuring that marginal voices are heard, that 
data collection values all types of knowledge and expression, and that participants are 
informed and have opportunities to shape and see the outcome of the research.37   
An emphasis on collaboration raises the question of the role of the ‘expert’ in this type of 
research. Two roles are identified in the academic literature. The first is to facilitate the 
formation of people as ‘reflective practitioners’, providing space for conversation and 
 
35 Ibid., loc2335. 
36 Ibid., loc2335. 
37Jennene Greenhill and Kerry Dix, "Respecting Culture: Research with Rural Aboriginal 
Community"; Monique M Hennink, "Language and Communication in Cross-cultural Qualitative 
Research"; Pranee Liamputtong, "Doing Research in a Cross-cultural Context: Methodological and 
Ethical Challenges" April Vannini and Coreen Gladue, "Decolonised Methodologies in Cross-
cultural Research" in Doing Cross-cultural Research: Ethical and Methodological Perspectives, ed. 
Pranee Liamputtong (Dodrecht: Springer, Netherlands, 2008). 
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struggle.38 The second is related to this facilitation of local theologies. It is to remind the 
church about the ‘tension between the immediacy of experience and cultural context and 
the claims of tradition that transcend any particular, specific geographical or temporal 
setting.’39 For example, Wigg-Stevenson, in her examination of theologies in a local 
congregation, understands her role to be recognising patterns to see how ‘theological 
histories and traditions come to be embodied’ rather than attempting to impose a defined 
order on the ad hoc messiness of everyday theology.40 Further, the approach also ‘aligns’ 
the academic theologian with the ‘concerns of the communities and practitioners in such a 
way that our ecclesial readers recognise a commonality between our research and their 
own calling and vocation.’41 Thus, the academic theologian is in a reciprocal relationship 
with the ordinary theologian, each offering not only new content to the other, but also 
insight into each other’s taken for granted assumptions. The reciprocal relationship also 
requires theological ‘attention to the complex admixture of faithful and flawed convictions 
and practices in other individuals and congregations’ in order that the research participants 
can be viewed ‘as persons held before God.’42 	
3.1.5 Implications for the research/er 
From these four methodological assumptions, there are three dimensions of practice I 
have endeavoured to pay heed to during the research process. These are: taking the 
attitude of a servant, listening for the voice of those on the margins and living in the 
tension between academic and ordinary theology.  
Taking the attitude of a servant 
Engaging in personal theological reflection while simultaneously facilitating theological 
reflection in others requires both an emptying of the self and recognition of the self. 
Hermans suggests that the field of practical theology is moving towards this decentring of 
 
38 As discussed in Campbell-Reed and Scharen, "Ethnography on Holy Ground: How Qualitative 
Interviewing Is Practical Theological Work” and Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection: 
Methods, Introduction and Chapter 7. 
39 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods, loc5020. 
40 Wigg-Stevenson, Ethnographic Theology: An Enquiry Into the Production of Theological 
Knowledge 25. 
41 Ward, "Introduction", 5. 
42 Elizabeth Phillips, "Charting the "Ethnographic Turn": Theologians and the Study of Christian 
Congregations," in Perspectives in Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B Eerdmans, 2012), 106. 
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the researcher, where it is the subjects, rather than the researcher herself, who are the 
main protagonists.43 There is a parallel here in the exhortation of Philippians 2:5ff to ‘[l]et 
the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus who... emptied himself, taking the form 
of a slave…’    
In addition, to be fully present in ministry, as well as in research, I must be aware of my 
own gifts and use them accordingly. Thus, as a researcher producing theological reflection 
in collaboration with the research participants, I need to be fully present in both the 
conducting of the interviews and the analysis of the texts. Simultaneously, I must also be 
aware of my own desires and needs in order to ensure that I am listening deeply to the 
voices of the texts, rather than only hearing my own thoughts. This approach holds in 
tension Gadamer’s insight of the gift of the researcher’s own interpretive lens in research 
with the importance of paying attention to the voices in front of the researcher, 
encouraging dynamic interplay between all voices. 
Listening for the voice of others 
To listen for the voice of others requires this servant attitude, allowing myself to be open to 
the Spirit’s moving. Jeff Astley provides an illustration of such openness. He tells a story of 
leading an introductory course in Christian doctrine. He writes that he started with 
conceptual questions waiting to assess the students against his own checklist. This was a 
complete failure; he was met by ‘total bewilderment and an embarrassed silence.’  
However ‘[w]hen they were allowed to name the influences in their own way, putting aside 
the clean-cut convenient categories of traditional academic theology, the exercise proved 
to be much more natural and straightforward.’44   
This challenges me to be prepared to listen in the moment, particularly in interviews, rather 
than only listening for analysis. Rather than, in the first instance, listening for categories or 
established doctrines, I am to concentrate on the conversation and my role of eliciting from 
the participants how they understand being a multicultural church and a church for and 
with First Peoples. It is about being fully present in the interview space and being prepared 
to be led by these ordinary theologians as they speak to me about their ‘lived’ theology. 
 
43 Christian AM Hermans, "From Practical Theology to Practice-Oriented Theology", International 
Journal of Practical Theology 18, no. 1 (2014): 113-126. 
44 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, 14. 
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Listening also applies to my approach to analysing official statements, reading the 
academic literature, participation in colloquia and meetings with my supervisors.  
There are parallels here with the method named as ‘local theologies’ in Graham, Walton 
and Ward’s. Theological reflection: Methods.45 In listening, it is important to be on a: 
…treasure hunt seeking to bring to the surface signs of God’s grace and 
activity present in the midst of culture... The task of Christian formation and 
nurture is to enable the believer to live more fully in their context, rather 
than attempting to remake them in the image of Western Christianity [or, in 
my case, in my own image].46   
The task of listening then is a ‘negotiation’ between researcher and participants and is an 
‘implicitly spiritual or theological act’.47 It assumes an openness to the movement of the 
Holy Spirit that requires discipline and an orientation to the eschatological open horizon.  
Living in the tension 
The undertaking of this thesis has brought to the surface the tension of being a 
professional and yet amateur and of being part of the laity (the people of God) yet being 
ordained. It is, thus, essential in this process that I reflect on my own place and identity. As 
Astley states:  
All religious realities are learned and experienced by me, from and in my 
human context. They are never known by my ‘jumping out of my skin’ to 
embrace a God or a faith or an understanding that is not mine. All my 
embracing is done from within this ‘skin’, and it is through my skin that 
makes what is alien my own. ...I can only have my own faith; I cannot own 
anyone else’s.48 
This applies as much to me as to the people I interview, and, anyone I am in relationship 
with. This raises the question of my relationship with those I interview. Traditional 
university research ethics assumes a ‘client’ model where there is an expectation that my 
relationship with my ‘research subjects’ will cease after my research. Within the context of 
the church and my vocation, however, there is an assumption that I will continue to be in 
relationship with my brothers and sisters in Christ. This tension between 
 
45 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods. 
46 Ibid., loc4486. 
47 Ronald L Grimes, "Negotiating Religious Life Histories in North American Religious Studies", 
International Journal of Practical Theology 2 (1998): 65-83. 
48 Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, 20. 
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researcher/participant, minister/layperson, expert/ordinary theologian, and being part of 
the body of Christ has been at the forefront of my mind throughout the research. For 
example, pastoral issues need to be referred to others more suited and available to the 
participants. Participants have also desired further conversation on the thesis topic, 
approaching me at various church events. To that end, participants have been regularly 
updated on the progress of the thesis and have been given opportunities to hear thesis 
presentations and engage in further conversation.  
3.1.6 Summary of methodology 
This thesis takes the approach that practical theology is first and foremost a theological 
practice. The aim is to look for theological insight, assuming that God is at work in the 
participants, the texts, the analysis and in my own engagement with the process. The 
insights of the ‘ordinary theologians’ are viewed as a valid starting point for theological 
reflection, and the consequent interplay between researcher, participants and texts is one 
of mutual learning and insight. It is expected that though the church is a part of, and 
participant in, the work of God in the world, the church is imperfect. My interest lies in how 
the research participants and official statements grapple with this reality. As the 
researcher, my approach is to take on the attitude of servant, listen to the voice of others 
and to live in the tension between ‘expert’ and ‘lay’.  
3.2 Methods 
In the following sections, the implications of the methodology for methods is elaborated on, 
including the use of qualitative and inductive methods of data collection and analysis. I 
follow this by detailing the three phases of the data collection and analysis: interviews with 
young adults, thematic analysis of official UCA documents and the critical conversation 
between these texts and wider academic work. 
3.2.1 Qualitative and inductive method 
The methodology outlined above has particular consequences for the methods used in this 
thesis. Given that the research question is focused on young adults understanding of what 
it means to be a multicultural and covenanting church and, given the assumption that the 
theological reflections of ordinary theologians are important to the church, qualitative 
methods of data collection are the most appropriate. Qualitative methods are best used 
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when seeking to understand a phenomenon from the meaning-making reflections of those 
who are the focus of the research. Further, an adoption of phenomenological qualitative 
research privileges this inductive approach and understands the data collection and 
interpretation process as being co-constituted by the researcher and participant.49 A more 
semi-structured interview process, in this instance, allows for the focus of the interview to 
be on the subject at hand, as opposed to an open-ended interview which may be more 
appropriate for a question such as, ‘What experiences do young adults have of the 
church?’   
The interviews themselves are, therefore, viewed as a phenomenological event or, in other 
words, as an experience of theology-under-construction. The interviews are a collaboration 
between participants’ and researcher with questions and responses being formed 
throughout the process. This requires that the researcher gives intense attention to the 
participant, has cross-cultural skills and provides an environment that allows for a variety 
of ways to express theology.  
Related to the approach to the interviews is the choice to use an inductive method of 
analysis. Inductive methods require the text to speak for itself and not be unduly silenced 
by the researcher’s agenda. To enhance this focus on the participants, most of the young 
adults participated in two interviews. This has been done to provide an opportunity for the 
interviewees to check interpretations of their theology-in-the-making and to provide further 
opportunity to make connections from, and modifications to, their initial reflections. In a 
similar vein, the analysis of official statements and the dialogue between statements and 
interviews within wider academic discourse inform each other, illustrating an iterative 
process between researcher, participants, texts and the wider academic context. 
It is critical to note that in qualitative research the concept of rigour or trustworthiness of 
the data is different than in quantitative research. The measures of validity are similar to 
ethical considerations. First, the research must accurately describe what is articulated in 
the interviews and in documents. Second, the interpretation must be consistent with the 
data provided. This could include checking interpretation with interview participants and 
 
49 As described in Ann Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who Do You Say I Am? Answers From the 
Pews (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2012), 12. See also IE Seidman, Interviewing As Qualitative 
Research (New York and London: Teachers College Press, 1991); Jonathan A Smith, Paul 
Flowers and Michael Larkin, Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and 
Research (London: Sage, 2009). 
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noting any differences. Third, the interview process itself must be recognised as shaping 
the research.50 This requires a large degree of self-awareness and reflection by the 
researcher through the research process. Importantly, this allows for the researcher to 
maintain focus on the reflections of the participants. The analysis itself is always a work in 
progress. Such an acknowledgement of the analytic process resonates with the way 
theology is understood as a provisional reflection on the nature of God and God’s 
relationship with the world.  
3.2.2 Data collection and analysis: Interviews 
Sample: Young adults in the Uniting Church in Australia 
Qualitative research is usually done through a purposive sample as the aim is to explore 
meaning with a particular population rather than provide statistically significant data. 
Young adults in Uniting Church are being used as sample population for a number of 
reasons. First, is my personal investment in investigating how ordinary people in the 
church understand the important statements that Uniting Church has made about its 
identity as being a multicultural and covenanting church. This ‘insider’ status also gives me 
more trusted access to church networks. Second, young adults (those born after 1980) are 
a minority in the Uniting Church and have not had extensive involvement in the 
development of official church statements. Third, during the last three years, there have 
been national gatherings of young adults in the UCA that have intentionally attempted to 
live out the commitment both to covenanting with First Peoples and to being a multicultural 
church. This provides a pool of potential participants (approximately 150) who come from 
First Peoples, CALD and other backgrounds.  
Given my insider status, I made every effort to ensure that those who participated in the 
interviews came from a wide variety of backgrounds and that their participation was 
voluntary. The recruitment process was as follows. The UCA Assembly sent emails to all 
those who had participated in National Young Adult Leaders Conference since 2012 
informing them of the project and inviting them to contact me via email, phone or 
 
50 This paragraph is drawn from “Emerging Criteria for Quality in Qualitative and Interpretive 
Research” in The Qualitative Inquiry Reader. SAGE Publications, Inc, ed. Norman K Denzin and 
Yvonna S Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2002) and “Understanding and 
Validity in Qualitative Research,” in The Qualitative Researcher’s Companion. SAGE Publications, 
ed. A Michael Huberman and Matthew B Miles (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2002). 
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Facebook. The closed Facebook group National Young Adult Leaders also posted the 
information letter. Those participating in the 2016 National Young Adult Leaders 
Conference received information letters with their registration packs and were directed to 
indicate their interest by phone, email, Facebook, or by handing in an expression of 
interest form at the conference itself. I was present at this National Conference but did not 
speak publicly about the project or solicit people’s participation. Earlier participants in the 
project who were also present at NYALC 2016 did encourage others to express their 
interest. 
Data	collection	
Over the course of the nine month recruitment and interview process, eighteen people 
contacted me to participate in the interviews. Two of these eventually did not participate 
due to scheduling difficulties. Although a strict definition of an ordinary theologian from 
Astley would insist on only those young leaders with little theological training be included, 
anybody who indicated interest in the project was accepted. This means that some of the 
young adults had formal theological training. 
There were 16 participants in all, with 15 being interviewed twice. The longest interview is 
75 minutes and the shortest, 35 minutes. Five participants identified as 1st or 2nd 
generation migrants,51 three identified as belong to First Peoples groups, eight identified 
as Anglo. Four of the participants were male and twelve female. Each participant was 
offered the opportunity to choose their own pseudonym. If they did not suggest a name, I 
allocated one to them and checked if that was acceptable. 
As mentioned above, a series of interviews were conducted in order to allow for the 
participants to review the insights from their first interview as well as provide an 
opportunity for me to check my interpretations and ask further questions.  
The first set of guiding questions provided to the participants are below: 
1. What words or images come to mind when you think about church? 
 
51 Four from Asia (including South East Asia), one from the Pacific Islands. I am deliberately not 
naming the exact locations to maintain confidentiality.  
 64 
2. When you think of the word multicultural what does that look like to you? In your 
community? In your church? 
3. The UCA says it is a multicultural church - why do you think that is? What do you 
understand a multicultural church to be/do? 
4. When you think of the word reconciliation what comes to mind? 
5. Have you heard the term ‘covenanting’ before? What does it mean to you? 
6. The Uniting Church has a particular relationship (covenant) with the Indigenous part 
of the UCA - the UAICC. What do you understand a covenanting church to be/do? 
7. Why do you think the Uniting Church has this particular relationship (covenant) with 
the UAICC?  
8. Thinking of the UCA as a multicultural and a covenanting church how does that 
interact with your understanding of being church? 
As stated above, the interview itself is understood as a theological reflection, that is, an 
occasion to reflect on practice and articulate theology. To provide opportunity for further 
reflection each participant was sent a full transcript of their first interview and a sound file. 
They were asked if anything particular stood out for them and then provided with prompts 
that would guide the second interview. This allowed for further development of their 
theological reflection on these issues as well as for ‘member’ checking on the 
interpretation of the data.52   	
For example: 
Email to Donna (Anglo) for 2nd interview 
Some of the things that I’d like to talk about more with you are the idea of 
church as spiral and the church as a permeable community beyond the roof 
of religion that you talked about at the beginning of the interview.  I’d be 
interested in seeing how that connects with your idea of being authentically 
 
52 Erminia Colucci, "On the Use of Focus Groups in Cross-cultural Research," in Doing Cross-
Cultural Research: Ethical and Methodological Considerations, ed. Pranee Liamputtong (Dodrecht: 
Springer, Netherlands, 2008), 249. 
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multicultural (not tokenistic), the idea of having space and the connections 
with being a church in a particular relationship with the Congress.  
Email to Rose (2nd Gen Asian) for 2nd Interview 
Please take a look through the transcript yourself and see if there’s 
anything you would like to talk about more. 
I would like to explore with you at our next interview ... the following: 
How you connect the ideas of the church as  
• The body of Christ 
• The bride of Christ 
• Imperfect people trying to love one another 
With the idea of an intercultural church where there is room for real 
exchange as we are all in between cultures (as opposed to a multicultural 
church where you feel conflict and tension are glossed over and culture 
remains unexamined) 
And 
With the idea of a covenanting church being in the context of God’s 
covenant, promise that looks forward to what’s going to come; a movement 
of the Spirit, a practical way of reconciliation that lives out the gospel in the 
local context through communication and exchange (love).   
During the second interview with my first participant, Kate (Anglo) let me know that after 
our initial interview she had spent time on the UCA Assembly website investigating the 
official statements of the church. This prompted a series of questions that were asked of 
each interview participant at the conclusion of the second interview. 
1. Where do you think you got the ideas for how you understand being a covenanting 
and multicultural church?  
2. What has been the impact of the interview on your own understanding of being a 
covenanting and multicultural church?  
These questions resonate with the methodological assumptions that the interview itself 
could be understood as a Christian practice of theological reflection and a collaboration 
between researcher and participant. After the second interview, each participant was sent 
the transcript of both the interviews and an outline of the next phase of the research. This 
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included approximate times when I would be in contact with them and how I would check 
with them about using direct quotes.  
Given my dual role as an insider and academic theologian, it was important, during the 
interview process, to resist leading questions and my own urge to correct. This was 
especially the case when listening to stories of UCA meeting procedures and the 
frustration some of the young adults felt about the failure of the church to live up to its 
official statements. More generally, I was conscious of not prompting or making my own 
connections between the participants’ different ideas and instead focused on eliciting their 
own responses.  
For example, when asking what would a multicultural church be or do? Connie (Anglo) 
answered, ‘We are willing to work differently in order to engage people who might have a 
different understanding [...] there’s some sense of … we’ll be flexible in order to engage a 
broader group of people.’  I could have made my own assumptions about why the UCA 
would engage with a broader group of people. Instead, I asked, ‘Why would we want to 
engage with a broader group of people?’  I then received Connie’s thoughts on not wanting 
to be exclusive and that the ‘Christian community is about trying to actually break down 
some of those things that divide us’, rather than my own theological reflections and 
assumptions.  
Analysis  
The interviews were analysed using an adapted form of Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis. This is an iterative method of analysis developed most extensively in the area of 
nursing research. It uses the concepts of ‘paradigm cases’ (strong instances of particular 
relationship or meaning), ‘exemplars’ (strong instance which captures meaning) and 
thematic analysis (looking for similarities and differences) using the participants’ own 
words.53  The operational definitions of paradigms and exemplars were eventually taken 
 
53 Interpretive phenomenology has been widely used and, more recently, widely critiqued, within 
nursing research. Rather than claim Interpretive Phenomenology as my methodology, I am 
suggesting certain terms within this field are useful as analytical tool for my research. Key 
references are as follows: P Benner, "Quality of Life: A Phenomenological Perspective on 
Explanation, Prediction, and Understanding in Nursing Science", Advances in Nursing Science 8, 
no. 1 (1985): 1-14; Benner, "Interpretive Phenomenology"; Patricia Benner, "The Tradition and Skill 
of Interpretive Phenomenology in Studying Health, Illness, and Caring Practices," in Interpretive 
Phenomenology: Embodiment, Caring, and Ethics in Health and Illness. ed. Patricia Benner 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1994); Janice D Crist and Christine A Tanner, 
"Interpretation/analysis Methods in Hermeneutic Interpretive Phenomenology", Nursing Research 
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from a combination of sources from nursing research and psychology.54 Paradigm cases 
are, therefore, understood as strong instances of a particular pattern of meaning, with 
exemplars being excerpts and stories that exemplify the paradigm cases. This analytical 
approach was chosen as it provides a framework for my attempt to enter into the world of 
the participant and, during the interview process, explore with them their own theological 
reflections and taken-for-granted assumptions about the church in a particular context.  
The analysis proceeded in this way. Each interview was read, and initial descriptors were 
placed next to each paragraph. These initial descriptors were words or phrases that stood 
out as organising thoughts for the participants. Following this, each participant’s interviews 
were summarised using the questions as organising centres. During subsequent readings, 
each paragraph was notated according to emerging paradigms and exemplars.  
In chapter 4, part one of the interview analysis is presented, focusing on the ways the 
young adults described church and their use of theological and biblical language. In 
chapter 5, part two of the analysis is presented, organising the paradigms of the interviews 
into four distinct, but inter-related, themes.  
 
52, no. 3 (2003); Maura Dowling, "From Husserl to Van Manen. A Review of Different 
Phenomenological Approaches", International Journal of Nursing Studies 44, no. 1 (2007); Claire 
Burke Draucker, "The Critique of Heideggerian Hermeneutical Nursing Research", Journal of 
Advanced Nursing 30, no. 2 (1999); Martin S McNamara, "Knowing and Doing Phenomenology: 
The Implications of the Critique of ‘Nursing Phenomenology’ for a Phenomenological Inquiry: A 
Discussion Paper", International Journal of Nursing Studies 42, no. 6 (2005); Carolyn Oiler, "The 
Phenomenological Approach in Nursing Research", Nursing Research 31, no. 3 (1982): 178-181; 
John Paley, "Husserl, Phenomenology and Nursing", Journal of Advanced Nursing 26, no. 1 
(1997); John Paley, "Against Meaning", Nursing Philosophy 1, no. 2 (2000); John Paley, "Benner's 
Remnants: Culture, Tradition and Everyday Understanding", Journal of Advanced Nursing 38, no. 
6 (2002); John Paley, "Phenomenology As Rhetoric", Nursing Inquiry 12, no. 2 (2005); John Paley, 
"Heidegger, Lived Experience and Method", Journal of Advanced Nursing 70, no. 7 (2014). Olga 
Petrovskaya, "Is There Nursing Phenomenology After Paley? Essay on Rigorous Reading", 
Nursing Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2014); Olga Petrovskaya, "Domesticating Paley: How We Misread 
Paley (and Phenomenology)", Nursing Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2014); E J Porter, "On "being 
Inspired" by Husserl's Phenomenology: Reflections on Omery's Exposition of Phenomenology As a 
Method of Nursing Research", Advances in Nursing Science 21, no. 1 (1998): 16-28; S Porter, 
"Nursing Research and the Cults of Phenomenology", Journal of Research in Nursing 13, no. 4 
(2008). 
54 Jonathan A Smith, Paul Flowers and Michael Larkin, Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: 
Theory, Method and Research (London: Sage, 2009). 
 68 
3.2.3 Data collection and analysis: Official statements 
The second phase of the research is an analysis of the official statements of the UCA on 
being a multicultural and/or covenanting church. These documents are usually written by a 
group of people and then presented, discussed, modified and agreed to at the national 
meeting, the Triennial Assembly. They are statements of who the church is in both 
descriptive and theological terms. In some ways, they are aspirational statements to which 
the UCA has committed itself. They are also the culmination of theological reflection many 
years in the making. Hence, they are on the other end of the spectrum to the theological 
reflections of the interview participants. The documents that will be used for this research 
are the following:   
• The Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church 1985 
• The Congress Charter 1985 
• The Covenant 1994 
• A Church for All God’s People 2006 
• The Revised Preamble 2009 
• One Body, Many Members: Living Life and Faith Cross-culturally 2012 
In the analysis of these documents, I modified the guiding questions from the interviews 
and used them as organising centres. The same iterative process for analysis was used as 
for the interviews. The organising centres are outlined below:  
• the images, words or scriptures used, explicitly or implicitly, to describe the church 
(ecclesiology)  
• What does a multicultural church look like?  
• Why does the UCA say it is a multicultural church? 
• What does ‘reconciliation’ mean?  
• What does ‘covenanting’ mean and what does a covenanting church look like?  
• Why does the Uniting Church have a covenant with UAICC? 
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Further background on these documents and the themes that emerge from the organising 
centres are presented in chapter 6.  
3.2.4 Critical conversation 
The third phase of the research brings the paradigms from the interviews and the themes 
of the official texts into critical conversation with each other, the relevant academic 
literature, and my own theological reflections.55  Such an approach includes looking for 
areas of connection, silences and enhancements and challenges.	As Pattison notes: 
An important part of conversation may be that of silence, disagreement or 
lack of communication… and to acknowledge that there are enormous gaps 
between some situations in the contemporary world and the religious 
tradition but to maintain the belief that theological reflection understood as 
active enquiry is as much about exploring and living with the gaps as well 
as with similarities.56 
My assumption is that in this ‘critical conversation’ the insights of the young leaders and 
the official statements of the church may be brought together in a ‘collaborative project’. In 
this project, gaps and similarities will emerge and provide suggestions to enhance the 
practices of the whole church. The areas of affirmation, enhancement and challenge are 
presented in chapter 7, with further suggestions presented in the concluding chapter.  
3.3 Limits of the research 
As with any empirical research, there are limits to the validity and reliability of both the data 
and the analysis of the data. The ideas expressed by the participants may be fleeting and 
may not accurately reflect their more constructed thoughts, however, this is the nature of 
ordinary theology research. Further, given my role in the church as an ordained minister, 
there could be the possibility that interview participants are seeking to fulfil certain social 
and theological norms in both their willingness to participate in the interviews and in their 
 
55 Emmanuel Y Lartey, Pastoral Theology in An Intercultural World (Peterborough: Upworth Press, 
2006), 82. 
56 Stephen Pattison, "Some Straw for the Bricks: A Basic Introduction to Theological Reflection," in 
The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology, ed. James Woodward and Stephen 
Pattison (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 140. 
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responses within the interviews. As stated above, my approach to the participants and the 
interviews themselves hopefully mitigates such concerns. 
In addition, by attempting to bring official statements of the church into dialogue with 
‘theology-under-construction’ there is a mismatch of genre. Official statements of the 
church are finely tuned and created to fulfil a number of spoken and unspoken criteria. For 
example, such statements need to be comprehensible to regular church-goers as well as 
nuanced enough to satisfy more academically trained theologians. These statements are 
also the result of intentional reflection on the subjects at hand and have been refined 
through conversation, research and experience by theological leaders within the church. In 
contrast, for the participants in the interviews, this may be the first time they have ever 
thought about such topics. Indeed, the insights that are gained from the interviews may not 
have any points of contact with the official texts themselves. While that indicates 
something about the dissemination of such statements, it would not provide much 
substance for the research.  
Finally, the research is focused on the articulation of theology, rather than on how that 
theology is practised. The disconnect between speech and action may mean that the 
insights from interviews and texts reflect the reality of the church’s life insofar as they 
indicate the ‘promised end’ rather than the present experience. This is a dilemma that 
faces all theological reflection; seeing with clear eyes what is before us and holding with 
hope the promise of God. It will be important not to idealise any suggested actions that 
arise out of this analysis and instead locate such suggestions within the context of the 
community of faith, which is a part of, and a participant in, the work of God in the world.  
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4. The interviews I: Being a multicultural and covenanting church 
This chapter is an overview of the young adults’ descriptions of church and the ways they 
used theological language and biblical references to illustrate what it means to be a 
multicultural and covenanting church. In the first section of the chapter the different ways 
the young adults describe ‘church’, including particular references to the Uniting Church, 
are categorised. The second section surveys how the participants described God and how 
the Bible informed participants’ understanding of being a multicultural and covenanting 
church. The last section examines how the young adults spoke about their participation in 
the project.  
Chapter five presents the participants’ reflections on being a multicultural and covenanting 
church through four main themes derived from the paradigms noted in the interview 
analysis. These are: the church is called to be culturally diverse and one, the significance 
of authentic relationships (‘walking together’), disrupting power and privilege in the church, 
and a call to transformation (‘writing a new narrative’).  
A note about presentation 
To report the young adults’ insights pseudonyms will be used along with a broad descriptor 
of their cultural background; examples of these descriptors are ‘First Peoples’, ‘2nd Gen 
Asian’, ‘Anglo’. Although it is a generalization to allocate people to such broad cultural 
categories, it is important to name cultural backgrounds as well as maintain anonymity as 
much as possible. If, for example, someone was identified as Second-Generation 
Indonesian, it may be possible for others in the Uniting Church Indonesian community to 
identify the individual. However, to omit cultural descriptors denies some of the unspoken 
story of each participant. These descriptors will be used at the first mention of a participant 
in each section.  
 
In quoting from the interviews, I have slightly edited the original text to omit ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’ 
to enable a better reading flow. To depict pauses I have used the notation ‘…’ 
Occasionally small phrases have been excised from a direct quote. The notation […] 
indicates such an omission. Direct quotes from participants will include a reference to the 
relevant paragraph of their interview. Numbers indicate that the comments were recorded 
in the first interview and letters indicate the second interview.  
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4.1 Describing the church 
After the initial introductions and conversation at the beginning of the interview, each 
participant was asked, ‘What images, words or scriptures come to mind when you think of 
“church”?’ The array of answers demonstrates the great breadth of the young adults’ 
reflections on what church means to them.1  These reflections have been organised into 
four categories: relationship with the UCA, church and relationships between people, 
church and relationship to God, and church and relationship to the world. These categories 
are not mutually exclusive. For example, participants associated some of the 
understandings of church being about relationships with people with God’s relationship 
with the church or the church’s relationship to the world.  
It is interesting to note that five of the participants (Andrew Anglo, Ben 2nd Gen Asian, 
Connie Anglo, Donna Anglo, Georgia Anglo) made distinctions between the local and 
universal church. For example, they reflected on the local context and their own 
congregation and how they live out being a multicultural and covenanting church. They 
then spoke of the wider Uniting Church as well as the church across time and space. For 
Georgia and Andrew this is principally expressed in the understanding that the Uniting 
Church belongs to something ‘bigger’ (Georgia p) or belongs to the small ‘c’ church,  ‘a 
global community over hundreds or thousands of years with many people I love, and many 
people who I would not agree with and some who I would pass the street on the other side 
to avoid’ (Andrew 20).  Thus, when these participants described church, they moved 
between local experience, intra-denominational and inter-denominational relationships and 
the universal church across time and space.  
4.1.1 The Uniting Church in Australia 
While the interviews included explicit references to Uniting Church statements, what was 
not expected was the participants’ pride in the UCA and their referencing of the Uniting 
Church’s Australian identity as well as different programs and experiences. The young 
adults expressed pride in being part of a church that values diversity as well as actively 
seeks to be engaged in the community. Olivia (Anglo), in fact, said she would ‘die’ for the 
 
1 See Appendix 2 
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Uniting Church. Further, the identity of the UCA was explicitly linked to being a 
multicultural and covenanting church. Examples of this connection are detailed below. 
Mention was often made of the wide variety of languages spoken in the Uniting Church as 
a reflection of the value placed by the UCA on different cultures. Andrew connected the 
UCA Statement to the Nation (1977) to the Reconciliation movement in Australia. Ben  
quoted from the Basis of Union and referenced the usefulness of consensus decision-
making in hearing all the voices present.2 Indeed, Connie, Georgia, Olivia and Linda 
(Anglo) remarked that the term ‘uniting’ is key to understanding the call of the Uniting 
Church. This ‘uniting’ includes bringing together different denominations, as well as 
different cultures, as part of God’s desire for the reconciliation of the whole creation. 
Nevertheless, the participants also expressed frustration that the Uniting Church makes 
strong statements, but the implementation of these statements is less than perfect.  
Ben, Emily (2nd Gen Asian), Linda and Tom (2nd Gen Asian) mentioned the Uniting Church 
being a distinctively Australian church and that, therefore, the Uniting Church cannot exist 
without following the call of God to be a covenanting and multicultural church. For Emily, in 
particular, the statement on being a multicultural church helps her feel at home in the 
Uniting Church. Similarly, Donna, Freda (First Peoples), Ellen (First Peoples), Linda, Iesha 
(First Peoples), Rose (2nd Gen Asian), Peter (Anglo), Tom and Leah (1st Gen Pacific 
Islander) asserted that the covenant with Congress makes the UCA distinctive.  
About FACE,3 NYALC4 and NCYC Yurora5 are Uniting Church events and programs 
mentioned as having a significant impact on some of the participants’ identity in the Uniting 
Church and their understanding of being a multicultural and covenanting church. Peter, for 
example, had the opportunity to go to About FACE, the Tongan National Conference and 
 
2 Consensus decision-making was introduced into the Uniting Church in 1994. It consists of a 
series of phases where proposals are discussed, discerned and decided upon by encouraging both 
those who support and those who disagree with the proposal to speak. The aim is to value all the 
voices and seek a way forward that takes into account the myriad ways God may be speaking to 
the church body.  
3 About FACE is a cultural exchange program originally designed for young adults and including 
cultural exchange trips overseas as well as within Indigenous communities in Australia. 
4 NYALC is the National Young Adults Leaders Conference in the Uniting Church. It aims to gather 
together young leaders aged 18-30 in the Uniting Church and to provide them with resources for 
their ongoing faith formation. 
5 NCYC Yurora is the National Christian Youth Convention of the Uniting Church which runs every 
three years. It is aimed at young people from 15-25 years of age and provides a range of activities, 
studies and worship experiences.  
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NYALC and commented that ‘my mind's just exploded to just how much more stuff there 
is…’ (14). For Rose, NCYC Yurora and NYALC were ‘transformative’ experiences in her 
relationship to her own culture and with God. Being part of the Uniting Church, then, is a 
vital part of the participants’ faith and identity. Indeed, the Uniting Church emphasis on 
being a multicultural and covenanting church is viewed by the young adults as essential to 
following God’s call both as individual disciples as well as for the UCA as a church located 
in Australia. 
4.1.2 Church and relationships between people 
While the identity of the UCA was important to the young adults there were more general 
descriptors of church used. The first group of descriptors explored is one that stresses the 
relational connections between the people who are part of the church. This was spoken 
about predominantly as ‘community’, ‘home’ and ‘family’. 
Community  
Kate (Anglo), who used the term ‘community’ to describe church, drew attention to the 
intentional relational nature of being church and recognised the necessity of these 
intentional relationships, particularly where there are cultural differences. For example, she 
spoke of the church as ‘wanting to be a community and working at community’ (u, my 
emphasis). Leah (59) made the observation that in her place of residence she does not 
feel part of the community, but that in her church ‘you get to talk to, like, you know you get 
to talk with everyone, you share with everyone, and yeah, church is different from my 
community.’  For Leah, the church demonstrates what it means to have community to the 
place in which she lives. 
Alternatively, for Andrew (x), church is community because community is ‘part of the 
human condition’ and, therefore, not particular to the church itself. Georgia understood 
community in a similar way (29). Yet, these participants also recognised that church 
should not be viewed as community for its own sake. Indeed, both Andrew and Georgia 
associated a multicultural and covenanting community as being part of ‘the call of God’ 
(Georgia 29) or an expression of God's kingdom (Andrew vv). With a different emphasis, 
Ben understood the church community as being made up of ‘many different parts and 
different experiences but united in our love and worship of God’ (64). In this way the 
community of the church is about both the relationship between the people and their 
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relationship to God. The church as a community exists as a response to God rather than 
as a community that exists only for itself.  
Connie, Donna and Ellen extended this meaning of church as community to include 
relationships with the wider community. For Ellen, the church as community is one that is 
‘not within the four walls of the church, but it's actually in community’ (18), while for 
Connie, the church is about ‘trying to break down some of those things that divide us... […] 
and to work together for the common good’ (29). Donna expressed a similar sentiment:  
the church is a ‘community beyond just the roof of religion’ (36) where ‘church isn't limited 
to church’ (bb). In the same paragraph, Donna provided an example of a local drop-in 
centre run by a partnership between Christians and non-Christians that she considers to 
be sharing God's love through relationships between people, and, therefore, an expression 
of church. Moreover, Ben, Peter, and Tom expressed an understanding of church as ‘more 
than Sundays’, a community that moves beyond itself to involve relationships in the whole 
of life.  
For Tom, however, church as community is also associated with a particular cultural 
community and the relationships between people of similar cultural backgrounds. Tom 
understands this focus on cultural belonging and identity as having particular 
consequences for second generation people. As Tom said, ‘faith is very Asian and they 
end up having an Asian faith, and they're living in a multicultural world and so that Asian 
faith is not fitting into the world...’ (50). Moreover, Tom recognised this Asian idea of 
church as community as different to the Western idea of community. For Tom, this Asian 
meaning of community is oriented to people, rather than goals, and about building 
relationships, rather than achieving outcomes. In addition, this community is one that 
exists outside of the ‘church community’ as well as within it, thus standing at the 
intersection of church community and cultural community.  
Family and home 
‘Family’ and ‘home’ are two other ways the participants imagined the relational church. 
The ideas of inclusiveness, welcome and openness were used to describe what it meant 
to be part of this group of loving people. For instance, Ben associated ‘equal valuing’ and 
‘a place for everyone’ (64) with the idea of church as ‘family’ and a ‘second home’. For 
Freda, this church family is a place to know ‘safety, security, love’ (31) because we are all 
part of ‘God's family’ (29). While, for Peter, this church family is ‘loving to each other as if 
there's nothing between you... being loving as if we're all one big family’ (40).  
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For Ben as well as Andrew, Freda and Linda the idea of church as family was particularly 
associated with their own families' involvement in the church. Indeed, the church was 
perceived as part of their extended family and intimately linked with their family of origin. 
Linda explained this connection in the following way: ‘the people who raised me were often 
these adults in the church’ (15). Andrew, similarly, said, ‘there's all the little kids who I've 
helped understand things in Sunday School, all the adults my parents' age and older 
who've had a small part in raising me as well’ (20).  
Ellen, too, had an image of church as family, however, her use of this term was more 
ambivalent. While she drew on the ‘cultural activity of sharing resources and whatever you 
have is your brothers' and sisters' as well’ (22) as a way of describing what church should 
be as family, Ellen suggested ‘friendship’ as a more profound term. For Ellen, the term 
‘friendship’ implies more of a ‘deep understanding’ of each person, whereas ‘family’ tends 
to ‘label people as one group, instead of a group of various diverse peoples’ (hh). The key 
point for Ellen is the distinction between being known as an individual as opposed to being 
subsumed as part of a larger group.  
Related to being a family, Linda, Ben, Olivia spoke of the church being a home. Church as 
‘home’ is a place where ‘everyone can feel welcome’ (Ben 17). For Linda, it is the Uniting 
Church being a place where people who have felt they are not acceptable to God finding a 
home. Linda linked this feeling of home, safety and belonging to: 
…Christ [being] the place-maker for us all [and…] helping people to feel at 
home and valued rather than helping different cultures feel at home 
because every culture has a different flavour anyway and every person in 
that community will have a different experience of that culture (vv). 
Olivia developed this idea of home into one of sanctuary. For Olivia, a sanctuary is a place 
where people come for safety and where questions can be asked in safe ways. Olivia 
particularly associated this ‘place of safety’ with vulnerability and learning in cross-cultural 
situations.  
Other ways of describing church as relationships between people. 
It is interesting to note that Peter first described church in the ‘traditional sense’ with 
people being over 60, Anglo-Saxon, formal, quiet, in cold empty buildings with an 
unwillingness to change. However, when he started talking about being a multicultural 
church and a covenanting church, he described church as being active, imbued with 
passion and being about a ‘group of people inside and outside the church [buildings]’ (aa). 
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For him, then, the word ‘church’ is associated with a particular experience of formal and 
quiet relationships. His reference point is changed when descriptors like ‘multicultural’ are 
placed in front of ‘church’.  
An unusual image used by Donna to describe church was that of a spiral as an alternative 
to the cross. She developed this image across the two interviews, drawing on an 
experience of basket weaving in a workshop with First Peoples that occurred after the first 
interview. She used the image to explain the integrity and uniqueness of people's culture: 
I liked the way that it was a whole bunch of separate and disparate threads 
[...] being held together by another piece, but that piece doesn't go on 
forever, that piece runs out, gets changed, another piece comes in, so 
something that I haven't defined thinking about it but I just remember 
looking down and going ‘Oh this is relevant’ (laugh) and new strands having 
to be put in and new strands coming together and how it was always 
changing but the shape continues to grow […] (l) 
From the above, it is evident that there is a distinct intimacy, imbued with dynamism, in 
how the young adults describe the ideal relationships within the church. Family, home, 
sanctuary, community and friendship all have connotations of deep involvement and 
connection. Such intimacy will be explored further in the next chapters. 
4.1.3 Church and relationship with God 
This category captures five significant ways the young adults spoke about the church’s 
relationship to God. These are the story of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the body of Christ, the 
bride of Christ and a community of disciples.  
The story of Jesus 
For Iesha, Donna and Kate the sacrifice of Jesus and the story of the cross is significant to 
the way they think about church; however, this significance was expressed in different 
ways. For Kate, the story of the cross and the symbols of Easter ‘bring people together’ 
(49) through the shared story. For Donna, the image of the cross is laden with ‘traditional’ 
imagery and so she prefers the image of a spiral examined above. Both Kate’s and 
Donna’s imagery focus on the relationships between the people and how the stories 
provide a common centre for a group of people.  
However, for Iesha, the knowledge that Jesus died on the cross is a ‘symbol of sacrificial 
love’ (34) that reminds her of ‘how we are to serve one another, and you just go out of your 
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way, sort of thing ... til you’re almost dead’ (38). This sacrificial love is a God-given 
example to the church about how to act. Iesha elaborated on this theme in the following 
way: 
[W]ell again, when Jesus died on the cross he didn't just die for one group 
of people, he died for all and... if the church and being a Christian is about 
following Christ and being Christ-like and living by his example, then, yeah, 
we can't leave anybody out. Like he wouldn't have done that, and we 
shouldn't do that (62). 
Iesha developed this notion of sacrificial love in the second interview by articulating 
how Jesus sees all people as God's children and knows that sacrificial love is the 
way to forgive sins. Iesha recognised sacrificial love as the call of the church to ‘see 
other people and know other people in that same sense [as Jesus]’ (ff).  
The Holy Spirit 
Ellen, Rose, Peter and Iesha used the image of the movement of the Holy Spirit to expand 
on their understanding of church. Ellen associated the Holy Spirit with enabling the church 
to break out of the ‘four walls’ of an institution that feels ‘like work instead of love’ (40). 
This relates to her desire to view the church as a community moved by the Spirit of God's 
love, a community of friends or an ideal family.  
Iesha, in her first interview, articulated the Spirit as a ‘presence hovering over all of us’ (26) 
and not particularly connected to the actions of the church. In the second interview, she 
developed this idea of the presence of the Spirit into a presence that is particularly strong 
when people from ‘different cultures and different backgrounds’ are being ‘how God 
intended us to be’ (bb). Iesha also acknowledged that in the midst of the ‘hard 
conversations’ it is difficult to remember that ‘the Spirit is always there in every situation’ 
(tt). For Rose and Peter, too, it is when they experienced the church committing to 
covenanting or in its multicultural form that they saw the Holy Spirit made manifest.  
Iesha also used the image of a running creek to describe the refreshment that is possible 
through the Holy Spirit:  
I think because creeks and rivers and water [… have] a natural beauty to it, 
like the sound of it, the feel of it, the taste of it... I don't know if it's got any 
smell, but the freshness, like when water hits dirt and grass and trees and 
leaves and plants you can just smell that real fresh, life-giving, that 
freshness (44). 
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For Iesha, drawing from her own experience of being on country, a creek is something that 
draws people to it, that nourishes people: ‘[It is] the best life-giving thing, I guess, that you 
can have other than... yeah... other than God himself’ (hh) and  ‘the running water gives 
life to all’ (ll). It is this life that reminds her of the Holy Spirit in her life and in the life of her 
church. 
The body of Christ 
The ‘body of Christ’ is a term Connie, Rose, Linda  and Leah used to describe church. For 
Connie, the ‘body of Christ’ is the Uniting Church uniting people, ‘with different 
denominational expressions, […] different cultures, [...] different socio-economic situations’ 
(37). For Leah, on the other hand, the body of Christ is a team journeying with Christ, 
doing God's work and providing the foundation for life.  
Linda connected ‘bringing together’ and ‘journeying as a team’ as associated with the body 
of Christ. In her second interview, she linked the ‘body of Christ’ to the Pentecost story in 
Acts and Galatians 3:28,6 declaring that in the New Testament ‘difference is not to be a 
divider’ (ll). For Linda, these passages served as a reminder that a diverse group of people 
came together in one body. More than this, when listening to each other's stories and pain, 
Linda understood that the commitment to be part of the body of Christ means that ‘we 
journey together’ because of Christ (bbb). In her words: 
It really doesn't matter whether we're here (gesture to one place), or 
whether we're here (gestures to another place), because we've made that 
commitment to be the body of Christ in the world … and... we journey 
together[…] To say that I don't belong over here and you belong over there, 
it's actually, we're walking, we belong... through the body of Christ, and the 
body of Christ is all this and so… it doesn't matter whether you're here (one 
hand on the left) or whether you're here (one hand on the right), we're tight 
(hands grasp each other) (bbb). 
Linda, then, links both the ‘uniting’ into one body referenced by Connie with the notion of 
the body of Christ as a team, ‘journeying together’ noted by Leah. 
Rose, however, expressed a more hesitant use of the body of Christ metaphor. She 
remarked that the body of Christ could be used to illustrate the importance of the different 
 
6 Galatians 3:27-29 ‘As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with 
Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 
and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise’. 
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cultures making up the one body. Nonetheless, she was uncomfortable with that more 
‘multicultural model’7 and the associated emphasis on the importance of culture in and of 
itself. For her, what should truly matter is Christ: 
I think a lot of that [culture] will fall away, not because it's not precious and 
not valuable but because, you know, in the broader scheme of things, in the 
church we, you know, Christ loves us and we love Christ and everything is 
lost compared to that (u). 
Whereas Linda, Connie and Leah are more focused on the body of Christ as a metaphor 
for how to understand the relationship and contribution of the different members of the 
body to the work of Christ, for Rose, the body of Christ is the church being the ‘hands and 
feet of Christ on earth’ (ddd). Rose connected this to bearing witness to Christ as well as 
dying to Christ, realising that none of this is possible without Christ because, as humans, 
‘we're at a loss to respond to this injustice’ (ddd). Rose also linked this understanding of 
the body of Christ to the church being an ‘imperfect people’ waiting for the new creation 
and trying to love one another. Rose was particularly cognizant of the difficulties of living in 
a culturally diverse space as the ‘body of Christ’, and the opportunity such a space 
provides ‘for us to love one another a bit more’ (26) and not use cultural differences as an 
excuse to avoid relationships with one another.  
Bride of Christ 
Rose used another common biblical metaphor for the church, the bride of Christ, in an 
unusual way. This phrase is imbued with personal meaning for Rose, bringing comfort in a 
cultural context where being her age and unmarried is perceived as both unusual and 
undesirable. The bride of Christ metaphor also resonates with Rose’s understanding of the 
eschatological hope for the whole church. For example, rather than marriage being the 
‘real thing’, the phrase ‘bride of Christ’ provided Rose with an alternative narrative, where a 
relationship with Christ is now the ‘real thing’ (24). In the second interview, she associated 
the waiting implied in the bride of Christ metaphor with the eschatological hope of being a 
truly intercultural and covenanting church.  
 
7 Rose prefers the term ‘intercultural’ to ‘multicultural’ as it connotes more exchange and 
communication. 	
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Community of disciples 
The last set of images in this category is the church being a community of disciples. While 
this could also fit into the first category, it is the emphasis on the orientation towards God 
that places it here. The church is not just about building community, having friends and 
developing an extended family; as a community of disciples, the church has a purpose 
beyond the relational community, namely, to follow Christ. For example, Emily  and Ellen 
both used the term ‘radical’ to describe who Jesus is and what that means for his 
followers. For Ellen, this is about ‘the lost, the last and the least’ (34) and the church 
sharing resources particularly with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, many of 
whom are living in poverty. For Emily, the community of disciples is the radical discipleship 
movement8 and the call to respond to the ‘redeeming works of Jesus’ (19) in the whole of 
life. Church is then to be more than a Sunday event of a community of people gathering 
together; it is to be about the whole of life of a community being oriented towards God.  
While Connie did not use the term 'radical discipleship' she expressed a similar idea. The 
church for her is a community of people who ‘shape their living around what God has 
called them to do or what they have learnt through their Christian community that they 
need to do’ (v). Olivia used the Acts church to similarly describe this idea of following 
God's call in the whole of life. Tom contrasted his experience growing up in a migrant 
church to that of his experience in University Christian groups and realising that church is 
more than Asian culture; the main focus should be on discipleship. Both Andrew and 
Georgia, as described earlier, portrayed this multicultural and covenanting community as 
being part of ‘the call of God’ (Georgia 29) and an expression of God's kingdom (Andrew 
vv).  
 
8 A definition of Radical Discipleship from Robert Bos: ‘The ‘radical discipleship’ movement lives on 
in the lives and ministries of those who were deeply influenced by it in our formative years. We 
have been inspired by people like Athol Gill (Life on the Road), Jim Wallis (The Call to Conversion, 
Agenda for Biblical People, The Soul of Politics etc.) and Ched Myers (Binding the Strong Man). 
These scholars, in turn, were strongly influenced by Dietrich Bonhoeffer's conviction (The Cost of 
Discipleship etc.) that the Christian life could never just be a matter of accepting ‘cheap grace;’ 
simply receiving God's gifts without a corresponding response of ‘costly discipleship’. This entails 
living according to the passions and priorities of Jesus. Such discipleship is radical, both in the 
sense of starkly calling into question the social order, and of going back to our roots - the roots of 
our faith - Jesus of Nazareth.’ Robert Bos, “Radical Discipleship: Participating in the Reign of God” 
Credible Christianity (blog) 7 July, 2014 http://www.robertbos.unitingchurch.org.au/id31.htm 
Accessed 11 July 2017. 
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In sum, the young adults used a wide variety of images and terms to describe the 
relationship between God and the church. The story of Jesus was portrayed as an 
organising centre for the church as a community and also as an example of what is 
required by God of the church. For some of the young adults, the Holy Spirit is an 
animating presence producing the multicultural and covenanting church. The Holy Spirit 
provides the love, presence and refreshment necessary to persevere through ‘hard 
conversations’ and to celebrate and honour the gift of being a diverse cultural people 
brought together by the work of God. The church was also described as the ‘body of 
Christ’. The church belongs to Christ and the members of the church belong to one 
another and act as Christ’s ‘hands and feet’ on earth. The bride of Christ metaphor is one 
that resonates with Rose both in her individual circumstance as well as with her 
eschatological hope for the whole church. In all, the church is understood to be a 
community of disciples that is oriented towards God in the whole of its life. 
4.1.4 Church and relationship with the world  
Although most of the images used to describe the church imply a particular relationship 
with the world — i.e. the purpose of the church is to follow God’s call in the world, to be 
radical disciples or create a community within the wider society — some of the participants 
were more explicit about the church’s relationship with the world. This includes the church 
as ‘split personality’, a community within the wider community and the church as a 
hospital. 
A split personality 
For Ellen, the church has a split personality. In other words, the ideals the church 
espouses are not always lived out in its existence in the world. This is a distinction she 
made between the institutional church and the church as she sees it lived out in Aboriginal 
communities. In Ellen’s experience, church in Aboriginal communities is enmeshed in the 
community rather than sitting separate from it. Ellen also related this split personality to the 
church being a group of like-minded people that she belongs to and also a place where 
she has experienced racism and exclusion. Other ways Ellen described this split 
personality included the church as institution and church as movement of the Holy Spirit 
and the expectation that the church ‘be filled with marginalised people, but then the reality 
is that it's often not’ (36).  
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Community in the wider community 
Connie, Donna along with Ellen understood the church being community in the wider 
community. That is, the call of the church is not limited to being fulfilled by the traditionally 
defined community of believers. For Ellen, the church as community is a community that's 
‘not within the four walls of the church but it's actually in community’ (18) while for Connie 
the church is about ‘trying to break down some of those things that divide us [...] and to 
work together for the common good’ (29). Donna speaks of church being a ‘community 
beyond just the roof of religion’ (36) where ‘church isn't limited to church’ (bb). In these 
understandings, the distinctions between the church and the world are broken down.  
Hospital 
Both Emily and Linda expressed an understanding of the church’s relationship with the 
world through the metaphor of the ‘church as hospital’. Emily associated this particularly 
with the church not being perfect, being ‘broken together’ (bb) and being a place where 
people make themselves vulnerable and ‘heal the wounds’ (37) of past injustice. Linda 
perceived the term ‘hospital’ as inferring that church provides ‘a safe place for all of us who 
are all a bit messy’ (17). The church is thus a place for people to find acceptance and 
safety within the world and to be vulnerable together. Linda also associated this idea with 
a place that emphasises caring, providing hope and sharing the load, but she did not 
connect church as hospital with healing in the explicit way that Emily did.  
4.2 Theological language and the use of the Bible  
During the interview analysis it was apparent that there were particular ways that the 
young adults spoke about God and referenced the Bible. This section gives a summary of 
the explicit theological language used by the young adults in two subsections: 
understandings of God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, and explicit references to 
Scripture.  
4.2.1 Understandings of God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit 
Primarily, the young adults understood God in relational terms. This includes how God 
works for the reconciliation of the whole creation, the relationship between God and 
humanity (made in the image of God), the particular role of Jesus Christ in work of 
reconciling the whole creation and the impact of the Holy Spirit on the world. 
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God’s work of reconciliation 
God was understood as a reconciling God (Georgia Anglo), a relational God who ‘shows 
us what love looks like’ (Linda Anglo 64) and the source of life (Iesha First Peoples). God 
also calls parts of the church itself to be in particular kinds of relationship with each other 
(Linda, Georgia). Subsequently, for the participants, God's intention is for the church, and, 
in particular, the Uniting Church, to be multicultural and to be in a covenant relationship 
with Congress (Andrew Anglo, Connie Anglo, Freda First Peoples, Be 2nd Gen Asian), as 
this embodies the gospel message of the reconciliation of all creation. Significantly, there 
was a recognition by some participants that it is only in God's action, rather than human 
endeavour, that this type of reconciliation is possible. 
We are made in the image of God 
The belief that humanity is made in the image of God, expressed by the participants, 
strengthens the above understanding of God's call to the church to be multicultural and 
have a particular relationship with First Peoples; Freda even portrayed God as a 
‘multicultural person’ (43). This ‘image of God’ language was used to highlight the inclusive 
nature of the people who follow God (Ben, Donna Anglo) and the importance of 
celebrating the ‘beauty of God’ in each person (Freda 39). Donna, Andrew and Ben also 
stressed that it is seeing each other as made in the image of God that helps us see that 
‘we don't have the answers individually and that we come together to learn from each 
other’ (Andrew 8). Similarly, the church ‘worships a God that is bigger than one culture’ 
(Donna 48) or, as Olivia puts it, ‘God is not just a God for white people’ (Anglo 47). For 
Ben, there was a sense in which ‘honouring culture’ and being ‘aware that there is not just 
one right way of doing things’ is showing love for God (67).  
Work and person of Christ 
The work and person of Jesus Christ is used as a warrant for why the church needs to be 
multicultural and covenanting. For example, Ben said, ‘Jesus' ministry was for everyone’ 
(19) and that Jesus ‘challenged people of the day to engage with people they usually 
wouldn't engage with’ (n). Connie, Freda and Rose (2nd Gen Asian) described Christ as an 
example of how to live out the gospel. Emily (2nd Gen Asian), Georgia and Iesha presented 
the cross and resurrection as redeeming and reconciling acts of God that define the 
purpose of the church. Iesha particularly emphasised Jesus' action at the cross as being 
for all people and not just for one particular group. Moreover, for Peter (Anglo), the 
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multicultural church is the embodiment of coming together for Jesus alone, rather than for 
other reasons. 
Holy Spirit 
The Holy Spirit is understood as an active agent, present in the church, moving, for 
example, the Uniting Church to enter into a covenant with Congress (Rose, Ellen First 
Peoples). Peter not only linked the multicultural church to an embodiment of Jesus' 
ministry but also to a more palpable experience of the Spirit. For example, he described 
his experiences of the multicultural church as being ‘on fire for God’ (u). Iesha’s ‘hovering 
presence’ of the Spirit provides her with a sense of God’s presence as well as affirming the 
call to be a multicultural and covenanting church.  
4.2.2 Referencing Scripture 
Both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament were referenced by the young adults 
as they described what it means to be a multicultural and covenanting church. Sometimes 
these references were explicitly given through chapter and verse, while at other times they 
were quoted without reference. Below is a brief outline of the content of the Scriptural 
references. 
It is not surprising that the covenants in the Hebrew Scriptures are mentioned by quite a 
few of the participants, given the explicit use of the term ‘covenanting’ in UCA statements. 
These stories were used to illustrate the notion of promise and commitment between two 
parties. The other prominent Hebrew Scripture reference was from the first Creation story 
in Genesis, ‘made in the image of God’. The New Testament references, however, were 
more varied. The Good Samaritan story was noted as an example of how to be in 
relationship with one another, ‘loving like brothers and sisters’ as Ellen (t) put it. The 
Pentecost story and the church in Acts were referenced as examples of God’s call to be a 
multicultural church (Linda) and of a willingness to learn from each other (Olivia). Linda 
used the salt passage from Matthew9 to talk about the multicultural church and the 
different flavours that different cultures bring. Linda also alluded to Galatians 3:28 when 
speaking about God not being interested in the things that divide us. Leah used scripture 
 
9 This is part of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). The particular reference is to Matthew 
5:13 ‘You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It 
is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.’ 
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to talk about Jesus being a rock and foundation for the church and the story of Paul as an 
example of what God wants the church to do.  
Two other prominent scripture references used were the book of Revelation and the term 
‘Kingdom of God’. The passage from Revelation 7:9 about all the nations coming to the 
throne of God was used especially by Ellen as a vision for the church. Ellen also made the 
distinction that the multicultural and covenanting church is more about the kingdom of God 
than the church without these descriptors. Ellen, like a number of others, perceived the 
kingdom of God as a place where barriers are broken down and no cultural group is 
‘above another’ (Ben bb). For Georgia and Linda, the Bible itself was portrayed as having 
a reconciling narrative that shows the human struggle in trying to live out this vision that 
God has for the church and the world. 
Although I have presented language used for God and from Scripture as separate, they 
were interwoven in the interviews. Scriptural references were used to support theological 
reflections on God, and these reflections were developed from musings on Scripture. 
Particularly significant was the emphasis on the reconciling purposes of God and the 
embodiment of these purposes in the work and person of Jesus Christ and the presence of 
the Holy Spirit.  
4.3 Personal impact of the interviews 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, an addition to the second interview was a question on the 
personal impact of the interview on the participants. While it could be expected that the 
participants would want to say that they had found the interviews worthwhile, what 
particularly stands out is the type of impact the participants described which included an 
opportunity for reflection on the church and their own identity as well as a provoking to 
action. 
Andrew valued the interview as a timely reminder of what it means to be a multicultural 
and covenanting church as well as an opportunity to explore the connection between the 
‘big and small “r” reconciliation, the kingdom of God and community as church’ (Anglo vv). 
Connie (Anglo), too, appreciated having time to be able to make connections between 
different thoughts and recognised in herself the desire to actually do something rather than 
just talk about being a multicultural and covenanting church. Linda (Anglo), similarly, 
welcomed the time for reflection as well as the opportunity to be heard as a young adult. 
 87 
Having attended a Synod meeting between the two interviews, Ben commented that he 
was more aware of multicultural and covenanting ideas and could reflect on how ‘vitally 
important these ideas are to the life of our church and how they do underpin our identity as 
a Uniting Church in Australia’ (2nd Gen Asian ff). For Georgia (Anglo), the interview was 
more about examining her taken-for-granted assumptions about what certain terms mean. 
Emily reflected that the interview was a useful exercise, like professional supervision, in 
‘being confronted by questions that I don't normally ask myself’ (2nd Gen Asian zz). 
Although Freda (First Peoples) did not participate in the second interview, she mentioned 
how much she was enjoying having the conversation and was looking forward to getting a 
recording of the interview and sharing it with a close relative. 
For Kate (Anglo), there was the realisation that, although she is steeped in the life of the 
Uniting Church and would publicly state how the UCA is a multicultural church and has a 
covenant with First Peoples, she had not spent any intentional time studying what that 
meant or intentionally articulating that meaning with other people. She even found herself 
‘on Sunday at church … sitting there and looking around the circle [...] it is diverse [...] it 
changes the whole idea of church’ (oo). Tom (2nd Gen Asian) acknowledged how little he 
knew and felt encouraged to find out more about covenanting. Particularly noteworthy is 
that the young adults had not experienced conversations about being a multicultural and 
covenanting church with their peers or in their local faith communities. Instead, they 
viewed it as a particular conversation held by small, appointed committees. 
The interview also helped quite a few of the participants to recognise some things about 
their own identity, their relationship with the church and culture, and what it means for 
them to be young adult leaders in the Uniting Church. For Ellen, it helped her ‘articulate 
her disillusionment with the church or understanding that there's very much a Western 
culture playing out and how to bring about change’ (First Peoples rr). Donna realised that 
she is quite ‘opinionated’ (Anglo jj) about her understanding of how to be a covenanting 
and multicultural church. Iesha viewed her interview as part of a wider gathering of 
perspectives and that ‘that's being part of a multicultural church [...] everyone's sort of 
doing it to give everyone a better understanding, giving everyone better option and choices 
and different ways of looking at things that might make sense’ (xx). Rose particularly 
valued the opportunity to ‘articulate all these things whereas probably otherwise I may not 
have bothered and because maybe largely out of fear’ (2nd Gen Asian lll). Peter reflected 
that the interviews ‘definitely consolidated how I feel and that I should probably be telling 
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other people about it as well (laugh) rather than squandering the multicultural and 
covenanting church to myself’ (Anglo ccc).  
4.4 Summary 
The above survey of church descriptions and the use of theological language and Bible 
references provides an insight into how the young adults reflect on the church. The young 
adults expressed pride in the Uniting Church, even with its imperfect following of its own 
vision. They valued the opportunities the UCA has given them to experience the whole of 
the church. When describing church as the relationships between people the participants 
used a variety of metaphors. These include ‘family’, ‘home’ and ‘community’. Family and 
home associated safety, security, love and inclusivity as the marks of the church. These 
terms also imply being ‘truly’ known by others in the community. The term community is 
associated with a connection between people that is facilitated by a common story or 
shared beliefs. In this way, Donna and Ellen, for example, can include relationships with 
people outside the designated church community as being part of a wider understanding of 
what it means to be ‘church’. Donna and Ellen also share a desire to ensure the integrity of 
individuals and cultural communities with the whole. The distinct intimacy, imbued with 
dynamism, implies that the young adults have a personal relationship with the church as 
well as with God. The church is not an abstract, ideal notion, but a lived reality with all its 
flaws and failures, joys and celebrations.  
The church’s relationship with God is described through the story of Jesus, the experience 
of the Holy Spirit, the body and bride of Christ and the church as a community of disciples. 
Jesus’ death on the cross is seen as an example of sacrificial love that the church is called 
to emulate. The Holy Spirit is an animating element, allowing the church to be who God 
calls it to be. The body of Christ describes the ideal relationship between the members of 
the church and the purpose of the church, that is to be the ‘hands and feet’ of Christ. 
Rose’s particular use of ‘Bride of Christ’ highlights the overriding importance of the church 
and the individual’s relationship with God. The church as a community of disciples more 
fully unpacks the purpose of the church to be the people of God in living out the call of God 
in the whole of life rather than a community existing in and for itself.  
The church’s relationship with the world highlights both frustration with, and gratitude for, 
the church’s fulfilment of its vocation. Ellen’s experience of the church’s split personality 
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highlights the gap between the church’s ideals and the reality of lived experience. The 
church as a healing community, in terms of a hospital, speaks of the church’s purpose in 
providing spaces that encourage healing and vulnerability in a, sometimes, hostile world. 
The church as existing beyond the ‘four walls’ of the institution emphasises that the church 
exists for something beyond itself.  
The use of theological language and Scriptural references also highlight this stress on 
relationships and intimacy seen through the lens of a relationship with God. Reconciliation 
was portrayed as the ultimate desire of God in which the church has a key function. 
Coupled with this is the affirmation of all people being made in the image of God and the 
accompanying expectation that, as the church, we are to know one another through this 
lens. The work of Christ and the Holy Spirit were used to accentuate this understanding of 
God’s reconciliatory purpose in the world. Scripture references were used in conjunction 
with these theological terms. The terms and the references fed into each other, affirming 
and refining how the young adults expressed themselves. The young adults also found 
these interviews to be of value to their own discipleship. They appreciated having the time 
to reflect on important theological issues and to develop their own understandings without 
fear.  
In sum, intimate relationships, the challenges of being diverse communities and the 
connection between community and the call of God are given particular attention by the 
participants. As well, there is a creativity, joyfulness and sorrow, in describing the meaning 
of the church in their own lives and in the lives of those around them. They also express 
hopefulness towards the church as an ‘imperfect’, intimate community seeking to live out 
God’s call, known through the stories of Jesus and the actions of the Holy Spirit. In the 
next chapter, these explicit Scriptural and God references, along with the ways of 
understanding the church, will be integrated with the paradigms the participants used to 
describe a multicultural and covenanting church. 
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5. The Interviews II: Being a multicultural and covenanting church  
The previous chapter provided an analysis of the young adults’ descriptions of church and 
their use of the theological language and the Bible. This chapter integrates this analysis 
with the paradigms that emerged from the young adults’ articulation of what it means to be 
a multicultural and covenanting church. These paradigms are arranged into four related 
themes: The church is called to be culturally diverse and one, the significance of authentic 
relationships (‘walking together’), disrupting power and privilege in the church, and a call to 
transformation (‘writing a new narrative’).  
5.1 The church is called to be culturally diverse and one  
Given the research focuses on being a multicultural church and the partnership between 
First Peoples in Congress and the UCA, the theme of cultural diversity and unity is 
unsurprising. However, the association made by the participants between God’s call to the 
church and the diversity and unity of the church is still noteworthy. This connection will be 
discussed through the following paradigms: cultural diversity and oneness are essential to 
God’s call to the church, living with cultural diversity as a church is hard, a call to cultural 
diversity and oneness means seeking discomfort, and this call to cultural diversity and 
oneness requires enabling multiple ways of being the church.  
5.1.1 Cultural diversity and oneness are essential to God’s call to the church  
The term ‘essential’ in this theme reflects the strong positive attitude expressed by the 
young adults towards being a community of cultural diversity. It is related to the idea 
expressed by the participants of diversity as a rich gift from God for the good of the whole 
church. Moreover, this rich cultural diversity also serves as a reminder of God’s call for the 
church to be one. These ideas of cultural richness and unity are explored in this section.  
Freda (First Peoples), when asked about what a multicultural church looks like, said: 
[I]t looks like a well-rounded feast, you know, when you want different and 
you feel like ... a pineapple, you don't just want the pineapple, you know, 
you want a little bit of watermelon in there, a glass of water to wash it down 
and to refresh that palate and maybe a cup of coffee afterwards and, you 
know, if there is no variety on the table why are you coming to eat (37). 
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Thus, cultural diversity for Freda provides a richness and satisfaction in participation in the 
life of the church. Iesha (First Peoples) and Linda (Anglo) also used food metaphors to 
reflect on the gift of diversity for the church and how it offers something more than, by 
implication, homogenous churches do. For instance, Linda linked cultural diversity to the 
salt passage in the Beatitudes in the Gospel of Matthew (5:13):   
I think salt gives flavour. I think we've got a bunch of different flavours in our 
community and when we recognise our multicultural identity we kind of 
celebrate the different spices and flavours that we all bring and so that it 
makes things... so there's a richness, rather than a ... a blandness about 
how we live together (29). 
Cultural richness is also presented as a gift to celebrate, indeed something that literally 
gives to the people who are part of this diverse community. The richness lies in the 
difference between cultures as well as in the co-existence of these cultures. Such 
difference is then viewed positively, rather than only as creating obstacles to the formation 
of community and relationships. For Donna, these gifts included feeling ‘enriched 
spiritually by time I spend with Congress, [and] interacting with people from other 
experiences and perspectives’ (Donna Anglo 50). Indeed, this enrichment was felt so 
keenly by Donna that she admitted that to be in a small ‘little niche group’ would be like 
only seeing a ‘small part of the colour spectrum, it would be like being colour blind’ (50). 
Freda, too, found listening to other people gave her ‘food for thought [...] I can look at it 
from a different angle instead of my own personal point of view’ (13). Similarly, Linda 
reflected ‘we just miss out on the richness of people's differences if we invite people to be 
cookie-cutter Christians’ (hhh).  
Nevertheless, Linda recognised that this desire to live in one diverse community might be 
experienced differently by those from minority cultures:  
When we split off, in whatever way we split off, we miss out on the gifts of 
one another ... and I said I recognise that... as a dominant white person 
saying that I'd like to benefit from all the richness of other cultures, rather 
than recognising that that might not be helpful for their communities (49). 
Donna, too, was concerned that her desire for this richness was exploitative. Thus, in the 
interviews, being in a diverse church community is associated with a richness of 
experience, an opening up of new perspectives and bringing ‘flavour’ to blandness. This 
richness, though, is not without complications of power and privilege, as recognised by 
both Linda and Donna and discussed further in section 5.3.  
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Cultural diversity in a community is also spoken of as a reminder of, and witness to, God's 
call to be one. Unity itself is understood as essential to God’s intention for the whole 
church and specifically to God’s call to the Uniting Church. For example, Iesha connected 
reconciliation with ‘how God intended us to be’ (bb). In her first interview Iesha shared a 
speech on ‘Reconciliation’ she had delivered at a local school: 
I am a person of many different cultural backgrounds, which means my 
story, or songline, has come from many different directions to make me 
who I am. I am [First nation] on my mother's side from the [place] and on 
my Father's side I am [three different cultural groups] by reconciling all of 
these backgrounds together I am an Australian. So why is reconciliation 
important to me? Reconciliation is important to me because it means the 
things in this world that are apart and separated from each other can come 
together peacefully and be whole and complete. It takes two stories or 
many and makes them into one harmonious story so it can help us to 
understand each other (74). 
Here Iesha matches the reconciling of her own cultural backgrounds with the reconciliation 
between cultural groups that she desires to see in Australia. The related yearning for ‘one 
harmonious whole’ is further manifested in Iesha's answer to the question of what would a 
covenanting church be or do. Although Iesha reflected that it is ‘good to acknowledge 
Congress by having the Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress sometimes I still think 
that separates us in a way’ (88). Her ideal church has the Congress congregation and the 
Uniting Church congregation in her home-town ‘just come together … be one’ (88).  
Donna and Ben (2nd Gen Asian) also portrayed oneness in diversity as essential to the 
call of the church. Ben spoke of the ‘new idea of oneness’ that happens ‘through 
honouring all the different individual bits’, providing a sense of church being family and a 
home (43). Similarly, with covenanting, Ben affirmed ‘finding new ways to come, to be, 
together and find a combined, united future’ (47).10 In the second interview, Ben explicitly 
connected ‘unity through our differences’ with diversity ‘enrich[ing] the whole of church life’ 
(p). This oneness in diversity for Ben was understood as both an expression of, and a 
witness to, the love of God made manifest in the kingdom of God.  
Ben made a tangible expression of unity with cultural diversity in his conscious decision to 
refer to First Peoples as his ‘brothers and sisters’, in order to use ‘language that's more 
 
10 Ben also mentioned in paragraph 60 bridging the disparity between First and Second peoples 
and ‘properly finding a way that we can be a united society, rather than a divided society.’  
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uniting as a whole and as a part of ourselves’ (x). This declaration of oneness was 
considered necessary to: 
[…] be an authentic fully multicultural, fully covenanting church; to, 
therefore, fully show the unity and oneness of the kingdom of God. [That it] 
doesn't have divisions and doesn't place one group or one person or one 
culture above another but live[s] out that unity and that love of Jesus and 
that love of God that's for all. We do that through accepting all cultures and 
valuing all cultures as equal partners in the church (bb).  
Donna, on the other hand, focused on the image of weaving and how that allows for 
cultures to maintain their individuality while being linked through ‘this one thread that joins 
us, which is faith’ (n). Accordingly, the ‘faith thread’ brings together all these different 
threads of cultures in order to ‘become something else’ (n). Donna did not make an explicit 
connection between this weaving metaphor and cultural diversity enriching the whole, 
however, in her first interview she was eager to emphasise that the Uniting Church 
provides a space for diverse cultures to meet because ‘it's enriched by those differences 
rather than trying to assimilate them’. This, along with her weaving metaphor, highlights 
Donna’s desire to ensure that differences are valuable to the community, rather than being 
primarily viewed as obstacles to overcome in the journey towards unity.  
The necessity of acknowledging difference in this togetherness is also crucial to Emily 
(2nd Gen Asian). She noted that ‘people actually saying [...] I don't even see your colour.... 
is wildly unhelpful’ (27). Rather than seeking common ground, Emily, using her church 
themes of healing and hospital, focused on healing ‘those things that kind of divide us’ 
(33). Linda linked this recognition of difference in oneness to the New Testament ‘kind of 
saying that the difference is not to be a divider […and] to consider ourselves as that body 
of Christ that has different people in it’ (ll). Similarly, Connie (Anglo) noted that ‘Christian 
community is about trying to actually break down some of those things that divide us... not 
to ignore them but to value our differences and to work together for the common good’ 
(41).  
On the other hand, Olivia spoke of particular cross-cultural experiences that demonstrated 
the ability of God to overcome difference: 
[T]hey [cross-cultural youth group] don't realise that they're different... but 
they've created this unity around being in community together and being 
and worshipping together and it doesn't matter that they have, you know, 
different families or eat different foods or whatever that is (Anglo 61). 
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Olivia connected her understanding of cultural diversity with the Pentecost story and 
posited that this new community, ‘rather than making a big deal about the differences or 
whatever, just did what they did’ (v). Olivia, then, desired the differences to be smoothed 
over or wanted the differences to be overcome by God's will. Peter more explicitly 
commented that the multicultural church is ‘the embodiment of coming together for Jesus’ 
because it ‘seems like a bigger effort than just like a monocultural group... like more things 
to think about and consider and more barriers to bridge across ... so it feels more exciting 
when all that kind of work comes together’ (y). Emily similarly understood that ‘colour is not 
a barrier for people worshipping God, and not just colour but across generations, across 
ages, across economic divides…nothing is a barrier for people to come together and 
worship God together’ (27). This sentiment is different than that of Donna or Ben, who 
viewed people united in their differences rather than differences as being a barrier that 
God then overcomes. However, both ways of understanding diversity as essential to God’s 
call to oneness portrayed this call as being a witness to and reminder of God's action in 
the world.  
5.1.2 Living with cultural diversity as a church is hard 
While the overwhelming attitude expressed by the young adults towards cultural diversity 
is positive, there is an acknowledgement that living as one in this diversity is ‘hard’ (Donna 
46), ‘painful’ (Tom 2nd Gen Asian 54), and entails ‘hard conversations’ (Iesha l). Andrew 
(Anglo) expressed this in more generic terms as ‘you can be quite comfortably or 
uncomfortably aware of the diversity of the Uniting Church as well... it's not everybody 
agrees with everybody, happy all the time’ (22). Donna acknowledged that it is ‘hard’ to not 
have a ‘hierarchy of cultures’ (46), but faith is about being called to be a church that 
‘worship[s] a God that is bigger than one culture’ (48). Leah's (Pacific Islander) personal 
experience of moving into a multicultural church was one where she had to adjust from not 
being ‘into multicultural’ experience to now valuing the multicultural church ‘[as] the best’ 
(43). Even Peter's overwhelmingly positive experience of cross-cultural engagement 
revealed to him the difficulty of being in a situation where there are few people with whom 
he shares common cultural assumptions (Anglo 36). It is worth further elaborating on the 
difficulties that the young adults noted in being a church that values cultural diversity. The 
views of Andrew, Iesha, Tom and Rose elaborate on these difficulties. 
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Andrew expressed the need for hard conversations, rather than surface civility, through the 
lens of the covenant between the UCA and the UAICC:  
It's not just white people being nice to Indigenous people; it's not just 
Indigenous people asking things of white people; [it’s] both of us learning 
from each other and... part of that is redressing historical wrongs. Part of 
that is making sure that what we are building now is as good as it can be... 
and is that even despite all the frustrations, even when it feels like someone 
is asking for something completely unreasonable you keep talking. You 
don't say ‘Don't be ridiculous!’ and ‘Go away!’ And if you do you keep 
talking anyway (58). 
As such, Andrew recognised that a commitment to on-going relationship is required in 
cross-cultural exchanges, particularly where there is a history of injustice, 
misunderstanding and racism. 
Iesha also talked about the ‘hard conversation’ that is required when living with diversity 
and different cultural understandings. Such conversation is necessary in order to ‘break 
down barriers’ and to ‘push forward to get to the good part’ and a ‘key part of the 
reconciliation process’ (78). Iesha, when asked ‘what do the hard conversations look like?’ 
responded: 
I think maybe like being in denial or not understanding or willing to 
understand each person's different story, where they are actually coming 
from and the pains and the hurts that's going on for that person... yeah so... 
I guess with how black and white Australian history when a black person is 
having a conversation with a white person that they haven't met before and 
they're trying to tell each other their story ... sometimes I feel that, you 
know, a white person will be able to tell their story but a black person can't 
tell their story (80). 
For Iesha, this hardness, then, is related to not being able to tell a story, or having that 
story misunderstood or even dismissed. The point of these hard conversations is to reach 
this better understanding, but, in Iesha’s words, sometimes ‘we start hard conversations, 
but they never seem to get finished’ (pp). Nevertheless, for Iesha, the sacrificial love of 
Jesus commits the church to having these conversations. The presence of the Spirit is 
understood by Iesha to offer guidance during hard conversations, even though ‘you tend to 
forget that the Spirit is always there in every situation’ (tt). Indeed, in the midst of the 
‘muddy’ conversations the water, ‘the running creek’, can help clear the messiness and 
enable you to see more clearly (nn).  
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Tom expanded on the difficulty of living with diversity in multicultural churches from his 
experience of being in multicultural churches. In Tom’s experience, the translation issues 
between multiple languages makes everything ‘ridiculously long’ (54). He jokingly referred 
to: 
People who sit in other languages and say, ‘Oh I can feel God's presence 
and everything’. That's nice, you know, once, twice maybe even three 
times, but having to do that every week. It's not ‘I can feel God's presence’, 
it's like hurry up, let's just get on with the service (laugh). It takes so long to 
say anything (54). 
In addition, Tom expressed ambivalence towards the terminology of CALD or LOTE11 as 
these terms can exclude second generations who only speak English (64). Tom had also 
seen conflict exacerbated when there is cultural difference and suggested that to be able 
to function in this diverse system requires ‘lots of understanding, love, sacrifice... 
communication’ (78-80). Tom's own experience of cross-cultural ministry had also shown 
him how cultural concerns can become more important than faith, especially when faced 
with ministry opportunities that challenge cultural assumptions.  
Rose (2nd Gen Asian) noted her own, and others’, struggle, to ‘feel comfortable in your own 
skin’ as part of the hardness of cultural diversity, particularly from a minority perspective 
(rr). She observed seeing ‘people in the dominant culture really kind of struggling to ... 
wanting to be able to overcome that [dominance]’ (tt). She also wondered about the place 
of critical reflection on her own culture and noted that perhaps in ‘multiculturalism’ that is 
not done enough. She said, ‘We're just happy to be, to have our different cultures without 
that introspection and reflection’ (32). Rose desired the opportunity to be able to talk about 
when cultures clash. This is related to her preference for the term ‘intercultural’. The term 
‘multicultural’ is viewed by Rose as ‘glossing over ... real conflict’, whereas ‘intercultural’ 
infers ‘communication and exchange’ (30). For Rose, ‘intercultural’ implies a dynamic flow 
between and within culture, perhaps even a ‘hybrid culture’ (ee). Significantly, Rose 
described the difficulty in living together in diverse ‘intercultural’ communities as ‘inevitable’ 
and ‘an opportunity for us to love one another a bit more’ (26). In other words, intercultural 
communities are an opportunity to demonstrate God’s love in hard and unsettling 
situations. The comments from Andrew, Iesha, Tom and Rose demonstrate the young 
adults’ acknowledgement of the difficulties that come when trying to honour and celebrate 
 
11 LOTE – Languages other than English 
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diversity as part of God’s call to the church to be one. The very existence of cultural 
difference exposed taken-for-granted assumptions in even the most mundane social 
interactions. 
5.1.3 A call to cultural diversity and oneness means ‘seeking discomfort’ 
Diversity and oneness are portrayed as essential to the call of God to the church and as 
hard to embody in the life of the church. Consequently, there is always the risk that cultural 
difference will remain a barrier to understanding and relationships within the life of the 
church. Rather than seeking to downplay this difficulty, the pain and joy of living in a 
diversity of cultures is something that is anticipated by some of the young adults. Attendant 
to this, there is an expectation or desire to actively seek discomfort, rather than avoid it. An 
experience of discomfort is also understood to further provoke action to live out being a 
multicultural and covenanting church, rather than action to defend the status quo. 
For example, Freda is particularly eloquent when talking about both the positives and 
difficulties of living in a diversity of cultures, saying, ‘It should feel like one of the best days 
you've ever had in your life. It should feel like joy, it should feel like happiness, it should 
also feel like hurt and pain and hardship’ (59). Ben expressed a similar sentiment 
encouraging the church to ‘[put] ourselves out to being a bit uncomfortable and honouring 
that other cultures might be very uncomfortable in our context’ (45).  
Perhaps the best exposition of this seeking after discomfort comes in Freda's reflection on 
what comes to mind when she considers reconciliation and covenanting. Her first word 
was ‘frustration’ but then, as she moved more deeply into what reconciliation and 
covenanting involves, she shared the following:  
 So, you know some people are intentionally getting out of their comfort 
zones and starting to visit different spaces and places which is really, really 
... That's really important, you know, with all the modern day things of 
having light switch when you want to come on and off and air conditioning 
climate rooms and what-not, you know, to be at peace and to you know, in 
not knowing, in not feeling comfortable, that's a really hard task.  [...] I think 
that's something we could all practise a lot more because reconciliation it's 
not an easy thing, you know. There are going to be things that might tick 
you off and might not sit right with you, that's okay. You don't have to like 
everything, but it's good to acknowledge that it exists, otherwise you're just 
putting yourself straight back into that air-conditioned room like those light 
switch sensor, tv and whatever else instead of actually getting out into the 
real world and living (51).  
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The parallel between the convenience of modern living and the desire to be comfortable in 
all aspects of life is contrasted here with the acknowledgement that a call to live a life of 
faith is also a call to intentionally push boundaries and seek discomfort.  
Related to this action focus, Connie connected seeking discomfort to church being a place 
that prompts people to positive action, with ‘community not just being with people who are 
like you […] moving people to be a bit outside their comfort zones for the sake of all the 
God stuff’ (dd). Emily, likewise, associated being radical disciples with being ‘radically 
multicultural’, which will be ‘vastly uncomfortable for the majority, but if that's how it needs 
to be then that's how it needs to be’ (rr). Donna stated that living in a diversity of cultures 
requires change, ‘even if that's really discomforting for the people who it usually speaks to’ 
(40). This discomfort requires real commitment, as Iesha suggested when she linked 
Jesus' sacrificial love with the necessity of hard conversations, saying,  ‘going through with 
something no matter how hard, no matter how emotional, no matter how scared, how 
uncomfortable or how uncertain you think the ending is going to be or the outcome’ (pp).  
5.1.4 A call to cultural diversity and oneness requires multiple ways of being 
church  
Given that the pain and joy of living in a diversity of cultures is understood as something 
that is God's intention for the church, the young adults acknowledge, and actively seek, 
multiple ways of being and doing church. This includes ways of meeting together, as well 
as interpreting the Scriptures and constructing theology. Multiple ways of being church 
also relates to the young adults’ recognition of the power dynamics between dominant and 
minority cultures and their desire for transformation and authentic relationship.12   
Ben, when talking about Indigenous spirituality and multiculturalism, noted that we need to 
be aware of ‘all the different ways in which the worship of God can be seen and the ways 
in which we, as Christians, can show our love for God being aware that there's not one 
right way of doing it’ (67). This ‘one right way’ is understood, by Ben, as the dominant 
Anglo or Western model. Kate (Anglo) also noted that the ‘western way, the Anglo way of 
doing things, isn't necessarily the right way of doing things, but it's the way that's been 
structured into the by-laws and the constitution [of the Uniting Church]’ (67).  
 
12 This is explored further in sections 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4.  
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‘More than one way’ is not only viewed as applying to the way the church conducts its 
meetings or business but also to biblical interpretation and ways of worshipping. As Ellen 
(First Peoples) reflected, after a recent experience at a church meeting:  
So, the Western cultural lens that we often read the Bible through, the 
Western cultural lens that we adapt our church worship, music to and all of 
those things. […] And that was my fear, that we weren't really truly being a 
multicultural church because we were still a Western culture that embraced, 
was trying to embrace other cultures, but trying to make it into a Western fit 
(h). 
Elaborating further, Ellen focused on the need to ‘educate those of another culture how to 
interact within your culture, within that Western culture or your processes need to change 
to fully embrace being a multicultural church’ (j). Part of this is valuing other cultures for 
what they can bring to biblical interpretation, because ‘when a Bible story is told you've got 
over a hundred different cultural stories that you could tell of the present day’ (64). For 
Ellen, these multiple ways of being help the church fulfil its purpose as a movement of the 
Spirit (hh).  
Some multiple ways of being and doing church that allow fuller expression of cultural 
diversity identified by the young adults included ‘using the Pacific Islander notion where 
you lay the mat down and you all sit around the mat and everyone's equal, everyone has a 
say and no one is more important than another’, as Ben (h) experienced at a recent 
meeting.  Ben acknowledged that this might take longer or be harder but that ‘we allow 
that to happen rather than the traditional Anglo way of doing things that can sometimes 
railroad other cultures’ (l). Similarly, Olivia shared a story about a partnership with an 
overseas church and their church practice of singing a blessing song in different 
languages as a sign that ‘God is not just a God for white people’ (47). In her experience of 
a National Assembly, Donna noted that the Bible studies were ‘different cultural 
interpretations of the same reading ... showing that we each come with our own 
interpretations and we're meeting in that space together, maybe because of that [different 
interpretations] rather just in spite of that’ (42).  
In sum, throughout the interviews, it was evident that the young adults grasped the 
significance of God’s dual call for the church to be one and to honour and celebrate 
cultural diversity. This was not a naïve understanding of a harmonious whole. Indeed, 
while the young adults valued cultural diversity, they were aware of the difficulties of living 
as a community made up of multiple cultures all with their own ways of embodying faith. 
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Rather than predominantly seeing these multiple cultures as a problem to overcome, most 
of the young adults portrayed cultural diversity as enriching the life of the whole church. 
The enrichment that comes from living with a variety of cultures, comprehended as part of 
God’s plan for the church, requires the faithful to seek discomfort and acknowledge 
multiple ways of being church and expressing faith. 
5.2 ‘Walking together’: The significance of authentic relationship 
During the interview analysis it became clear that, for the young adults, a ‘real’ 
multicultural and covenanting church would embody ‘real’, or alternatively, ‘authentic’ 
relationships. These authentic relationships were defined in opposition to relationships that 
were ‘token’ or ‘shallow’. In other words, the young adults desired relationships within the 
church that produced deep, personal and intimate connections between people of different 
cultures and between First and Second Peoples. Some markers of ‘real’ relationships 
identified by the young adults include telling the truth about the history of relationships 
between different cultural groups and an attitude of humility and vulnerability that 
recognises the brokenness of all relationships.  
5.2.1 ‘Everyone is welcome’: Inclusion as a foundation for authentic 
relationship 
In Ben’s words, ‘everyone is welcome’ is a concrete indicator of being a multicultural and 
covenanting church. Ben (2nd Gen Asian) particularly connected the idea of welcome with 
the church as a family and a home in order to ‘create this new idea of oneness’, where 
diversity is integral. He stated:  
I think it is that idea that [church] is a place for everyone. And being open 
and accepting of everyone no matter what background or cultures that they 
come from. And through that you grow a sense of family and a sense of 
home, that's not just an exclusive close knit, you know, group, that's only for 
a certain amount of people that meet certain criteria. But it's for people that 
come from a diversity of different experiences and can then speak into a 
new idea of oneness through honouring all the different individual bits and 
different ideas that can then create this new idea of community and family 
(43). 
Being a covenanting people and having this solemn covenant as we do in 
the Uniting Church it seeks to build that sense of home, and that's home 
being a place of acceptance and welcoming and a place where everyone 
can feel comfortable to be (t). 
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These two quotes illustrate that, for Ben, inclusion is a way of understanding what it means 
to be a multicultural and covenanting church. This type of church seeks to value and 
honour all people and all cultures in order to create a new way of living together. Ben 
related this to the ministry of Jesus, which he understood as one in which no one was 
excluded. Iesha (First Peoples), Olivia (Anglo) and Andrew (Anglo) similarly highlighted 
Jesus’ ministry of inclusion. The church, then, is to be an embodiment of God’s love, 
providing a community of welcome, of home, and of family, to all people. 
This desire for inclusion is also demonstrated in Ben’s change of language between the 
two interviews. During the second interview, Ben, when referring to First Peoples, talked of 
his Indigenous ‘brothers and sisters’. His explanation of this change is in the quote below:   
M: And I'm noticing that you're saying, that you're starting to say, 
‘Indigenous people’ and then you change it to ‘Indigenous brothers and 
sisters’, and I am just wondering why? 
B: … I think it's sort of ‘people’ can be a … disconnecting term and I guess 
trying to ... ‘brothers and sisters’ is far more unique, united way of saying it 
M: I was wondering if something happened over the last weekend that 
made you think more about that, or 
B: I guess I was probably just more aware of language and not othering but 
… you know using language that's more uniting as a whole and as a part of 
ourselves.  
(u-x) 
Ben, by the second interview, had recognised in himself a desire to be separate from the 
Indigenous people he had talked about in the first interview. He wanted to practice in his 
language what it means to understand himself as intimately connected and so uses the 
term ‘brothers and sisters’. This change in language illustrates how he interwove ‘church 
as family’ with the call of the church to be inclusive of all cultures and to be in a covenant 
with the UAICC.  
Other participants described inclusion differently. For instance, Kate (Anglo), depicted the 
multicultural church as a ‘big church picnic […] They've all brought different foods, they're 
all doing different things, but together, and inviting everyone in’ (u). Similarly, Freda (First 
peoples) suggested that the ‘requirement’ of the Uniting Church to be multicultural means:  
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Every one of us [can] take the opportunity to be able to openly come to the 
table and sit down and... and... just be welcomed for who you are. [...] Your 
countrymen, your heritage and that resembles the beauty of God. In that 
person and, that’s each and every one of us, we have that special image of 
God’ (39).  
Some of the young adults associated the Uniting Church itself with inclusiveness. For 
example, Connie (Anglo) linked a ‘uniting’ sense of inclusion with the identity of the Uniting 
Church ‘actually bringing people together’ because ‘that's really being the church... it 
doesn't matter where you come from you have a place in the church as a people, as a 
body of Christ’ (37). Olivia also recognised being inclusive as part of the identity of the 
Uniting Church, stating, ‘the Uniting Church […] allow[s] people to express their worship 
and their, I guess, traditions, styles, under the banner of “Uniting”’ (49). 
There is a recognition by some of the young adults, however, that it is not enough to 
welcome people; inclusion requires questions of justice and cultural difference to be 
addressed in order for it to be fully realised. For example, Connie nuanced the inclusive 
nature or calling of the church with the need to provide a safe place for people (61). She 
related this to the church being a home, a safe place; Olivia linked the safe place to her 
understanding of church as sanctuary. Associated with these ideas of ‘safety’, Linda noted 
a paradox in being inclusive. She remarked that, ‘what helps people to belong is different 
for different people so I think the challenge is what made me feel right at home might have 
been a barrier for participation for other people’ (Anglo tt). Similarly, Kate, in talking about 
the church picnic, recognised that inclusion had to be based on an understanding of equity 
and justice. To illustrate this, she asked these questions of her picnic analogy: ‘Where is 
the location of the picnic? Is it accessible to everyone? How do you get there? Is it at an 
appropriate time?’ (w).  
In this paradigm, then, the church is understood to have a call to be an inclusive body 
providing a place of welcome and acceptance to all people. Being inclusive means 
honouring, celebrating, respecting and recognising different cultures. This is associated 
with the church being a family or a home as well as to the stories of scripture, particularly 
Jesus' ministry, that were interpreted to illustrate the all-embracing nature of God's love. 
These include stories of the Good Samaritan, the people and places where Jesus did his 
ministry, Jesus' sacrificial death on the cross being for all and the concept of the 
reconciling Kingdom of God. Being inclusive is understood to be a call from God and part 
of the very nature of the church and particularly significant for the identity of the Uniting 
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Church. However, some of the participants noted the difficulty in defining the parameters 
of this inclusivity. For example, Connie referred to the need to have a safe place while 
Linda noted the different, and perhaps conflicting needs, of people being able to have this 
sense of safety. Inclusion, though, was depicted as only one step in producing the desired 
outcome for a multicultural and covenanting church — namely, ‘real’ relationships.  
5.2.2 ‘Token’ and 'Real' relationship  
To examine the young adults’ desire to be a ‘really’ multicultural and covenanting church, it 
is instructive to explore how they contrasted ‘token’ or ‘shallow’ attempts to be multicultural 
or covenanting to the development of ‘real’ relationships. Connie's impression of the word 
‘multicultural’ demonstrates how ‘token’ was used to elaborate on ‘real’ relationships: 
When I hear that word I also tend to get a picture of the really kind of 
tokenistic:  ‘we're going to do something multicultural so we're going to get 
all the people who ethnically aren't Anglo and get them to do stuff, like 
perform or cook or that kind of thing’ and I kind of react against that.  You 
can't see my facial expression in the video, in the voice recording but I'm 
kind of, it's just a bit tokenistic when it happens that way. In some spheres 
perhaps, that kind of sharing is a first step in dialogue but sometimes the 
connotation of multicultural is that we are going to eat and dance and sing 
and stuff which is kind of ... irksome (laugh) (27). 
Connie then juxtaposes this ‘tokenistic’ way of being multicultural with being ‘really 
multicultural’, described as working towards common goals or goods rather than getting 
‘people who are different to us to do things for us, not […] do things together’ (29). Connie 
made the point that ‘sharing one aspect of culture... doesn't actually necessarily value the 
person, the people, within the different cultures’ (29). Connie also related the idea of 
‘tokenistic’ to stereotypes of cultural practices or performances rather than seeking a 
deeper understanding of what is important to particular groups. She craved profound 
cross-cultural engagements (35). 
Donna (Anglo) associated not being tokenistic with a rejection of a hierarchy of cultural 
worldviews. She used her image of church as spiral as one that shows covenanting as 
relational and benefiting both parties. Donna explained how the relationship itself ‘can't just 
be tokenistic, it should be meaningful’ (p). She then depicted tokenistic as feeling like 
‘ticking a box’ which ‘reduces someone to their ethnicity or culture’ (t).  
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Olivia spoke of her current congregation as being ‘pretty white’ and thinks that a lot of the 
church would see multicultural as ‘being nice to those people until they understand the 
way we do it’ (47). She linked tokenistic with ‘parading’ cultures and ‘everyone clapping at 
the end’ rather than embracing other cultures and freely creating friendships and 
partnerships (59). Ellen (First Peoples) reflected on churches she has gone to ‘where you 
walk into a church and they proclaim being a multicultural church and they've got, you 
know, twenty flags of all different nations in the church but then there's no aspect of that 
church, including the way people dress and talk, that identifies the different cultures’ (50).  
Emily (2nd Gen Asian) also spoke about the ‘tokenistic’ use of culture, whether in food and 
performance, in her words, the ‘insert Tongan here’ approach (dd), and how ‘it's got to go 
deeper than that’. (23) This deeper or ‘authentic’ relationship would then be about sharing 
brokenness and vulnerability, which she connected with her metaphor of church as 
hospital and the idea of radical discipleship.  
Interestingly, quota systems and representations on decision-making groups in the church 
were viewed as tokenistic but also necessary to becoming a multicultural and covenanting 
church. For example, Ellen desired to have Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
representation at all levels of the church but admitted that it can sometimes feel like an 
‘add on’ (86). Emily noted the significance of having minority representation on various 
committees as ‘a good thing in terms of having a diverse range of voices, but I almost feel 
that's a bit token because people are elected because of the colour of their skin and not on 
what they can offer, apart from their ethnicity’ (ff). Emily subsequently connected the 
notion of radical discipleship with ‘going beyond token’. Her insight is that ‘the token stuff 
that we do to try to be multicultural is trying to keep homeostasis really’. She portrayed 
radical discipleship as enabling a ‘truly multicultural church [where] we are radically 
multicultural and [it is] probably vastly uncomfortable for the majority’ (rr). Thus, ‘real’ or 
‘authentic’ relationships need to go beyond a ‘token’ inclusion of people of different 
cultures.  
Opposing the terms ‘token’ and ‘real’ enabled the young adults to delve more deeply into 
what it means to be in authentic relationships. ‘Walking’ was a term that particularly stood 
out. For example, Kate used the following story from an experience she had at an 
Assembly meeting during the discussion of the Preamble to the Uniting Church 
Constitution to illustrate what deeper relationships could look like:  
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When the debate was getting quite intense and, who asked us to walk out? 
[…] So we walked out and then we all came back in together and I feel like 
that walking back in together and walking as equals and walking as one 
was quite a powerful image (81). 
The term ‘walking’ was also used by Peter (Anglo) who suggested ‘a kind of walking 
alongside [...], trying to gain an understanding of what First Peoples go through. […] And 
hopefully by trying to walk together in a literal sense I suppose, a journeying towards 
justice ... for First Peoples’ (58). Linda used a similar understanding of the intimate 
personal nature of being a multicultural and covenanting church: 
if you want to work together you need to get to, to hang out together and 
say well you're my friend, you're my brother, you're my sister and I want to 
experience God with you and I want you to help me experience God in how 
you do it and I wonder if God might show up in how I do it with you and that 
kind of thing’ (51). 
What is desired is more than the structural relationships or the official statements; it is a 
deep personal connection both in the everyday parts of life as well as the big societal 
issues of the day. This is a friendship and a mutuality illustrated in Donna’s story of a rural 
congregation and Congress congregation who exchanged gifts of crosses and kept on 
developing their relationship. 
Ellen predominantly used ’friendship’ and ‘family’ as terms for ‘real’ relationship. Ellen 
connected friendship with loving our neighbours and the story of the Good Samaritan (t). 
On further reflection she compared the movement from cultural awareness to cultural 
proficiency with that of acquaintance to friend and then to family. She nuanced ‘family’ and 
‘friendship’ by using each term to define the other: 
You really are family and embrace one another and you know the best 
families are where you are all friends as well, you know. That's the best 
most functioning... I don't know, I guess that's the ideal of family - you have 
that unconditional love … (v). 
Friendship, as real relationship, for Ellen, prompts the questioning of barriers. She put it 
like this: ‘But if you've got love for that person, well you recognise, or friendship, you 
recognise that your friends haven't got up to speak’ (l). In this way  deep, personal 
relationships prompt Ellen to advocate for justice and equity within the church as well as in 
the broader community. 
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Part of being in ‘real relationship’ was also reciprocity and/or mutuality. For example, 
Georgia (Anglo), talking about the covenant, said: 
I'm going back to the Old Testament stuff ...whenever I think about 
covenant I always think about Moses and God on the mountain and God 
kind of in anger is kind of like I've had enough, I'm going to do away with 
and Moses kinds of holds God to his promises and he's — you've promised 
this, this and this and it makes no sense to do this, it makes no sense to do 
away with creation.  And I'm thinking this is what it is really like in the 
context of covenant is it's a reciprocal, mutual... and if we've covenanted 
with each other we kind of hold each other to that promise and ought to be 
able to do that so that there's a drawing, a mutual responsibility, a mutual 
drawing to one another (109). 
Linda also made the connection between real relationship and mutuality in the context of 
intercultural and intergenerational church where ‘no-one is ahead and no-one is behind 
and we're doing it together’ (t). Rose (2nd Gen Asian), in fact, used the term ‘intercultural’ 
rather than ‘multicultural’ because it ‘gives a sense of communication’ rather than a state 
of being (multicultural) or just movement (cross-cultural) (36). For Rose, though, this sense 
of mutuality and reciprocity was nuanced by the understanding that intercultural spaces 
exist ‘in-between cultures’ rather than within cultures themselves.  
In this paradigm the young adults paired the terms ‘token’ and ‘real’ to elaborate on the 
importance of authentic relationships for being a covenanting and multicultural church. 
‘Real’ relationships were then associated with terms like ‘friendship’ or ‘family’, pointing to 
profound, intimate, personal, and reciprocal connections across and between cultures. The 
next important indicator of ‘real relationship’ for the young adults was addressing the 
painful history of the relationships between peoples of different cultures.  
5.2.3 Telling the truth and redress 
Reflecting on the covenant between the UCA and the UAICC prompted the young adults 
to remark on telling the truth about Australian history. This included hearing/telling the pain 
and hurt of First Peoples and seeking to heal, repair, or reconcile relationships. Issues 
related to land and invasion, the stolen generations and continuing disadvantage for First 
Peoples were associated with the need for the church to acknowledge its own role in the 
situation. The church was also recognised as having a responsibility to ‘repair’, ‘heal’ or 
‘reconcile’ the relationship as a prerequisite for ‘walking together’. For example, for 
Andrew, ‘walking together’, or developing a ‘real’ relationship, ‘has to be part of an ongoing 
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process where we try to resolve these deeper questions about what does it mean to live in 
a country where we won't acknowledge it was invaded’ (52). Kate similarly remarked that 
real relationship is about ‘being true to the history’, noting that, though she was not around 
during the time of the stolen generation, ‘I did observe the heartache and didn't quite 
understand where it was coming from’ (81). Emily brought this truth-telling into the future: 
‘[I]f truth-telling is about the sins of the ... the injustices of the past, it's also about the 
injustices of the present’ (jj),  as well as about ‘shut[ting] up and listen[ing] to hear the 
hurts’ (57). 
Freda's story of telling the truth through hearing hurts and acknowledging pain came from 
her First Peoples’ experience of being ignored. She related a story of her mother sharing 
in worship about the pain of her people and the importance of having an opportunity to 
speak, to be heard without criticism (23). She also remarked:  
[Relationship is about] being able to be talked about and openly spoken 
about that ongoing hurt, pain and suffering that my family and other 
Aboriginal family, people... you know, was making us sick — not only 
making us sick, but making the culture, the community and the families 
sick… so ... yeah, covenanting is fundamentally important for the sake of 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Australia to co-exist with one 
another (57).  
There is an element of confession and seeking forgiveness in the way some of the young 
adults spoke about such truth-telling. Ben, for instance, noted that it is only ‘by 
acknowledging that things were done poorly and wrongly in the past and using those 
wrongs as a way to understand our present and our future so as not to repeat those 
wrongs’ (47) that there could be new ways to be together. Ben particularly associated this 
with the church being home and the church, as united, seeking ‘to do those kind of things 
that weren't done in the past or were very badly done in the past’ (t). Emily  linked this to 
an acknowledgement of country at the beginning of worship. She perceived this act, not 
only as a mark of respect to First Peoples, but also as about the following: 
It’s about grounding our worship, literally grounding ourselves in the land 
and saying we come together and we worship God and this is what we 
believe and we are gathering on land on which bad things have happened. 
... And I think it's not a bad thing to begin by confessing that bad things 
have happened and continue to happen; to begin in a state of saying we 
name this and we are sorry and we commit to moving forward with our 
sisters and brothers (61). 
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Peter, talking about ‘white guilt’ and struggling to find a way through, related advice from a 
friend who said, ‘that we live in these spaces now so it's also our responsibility to share the 
stories of these places’ (68). This acknowledgement, or confessing, of complicity in 
injustice is viewed as essential to the covenanting journey. As Peter noted: 
In accepting the wrongdoings, I suppose you might want to call it, of the 
atrocities of the church, we committed as a church to say … ‘We did you 
wrong and we are really, really sorry about that and we acknowledge that 
we have caused a huge amount of grief and suffering in your communities 
…and we would like to work towards ... fixing that, moving towards healing 
between our different ... between our communities’ (64).  
Tom (2nd Gen Asian) spoke of his experience of the migrant church's disinterest in the 
history of Australia and the change in his own understanding. He said: 
I think most migrants think that's got nothing to do with us... I know from my 
own personal journey I probably felt very much the same way up until 
maybe two years ago when I realised if I'm going to call myself Australian 
—  as much as I enjoy all that Australia has to offer — I also have to 
embrace all the crap that Australia's done and the bad parts of our history 
and so the Indigenous story is part of my story and I need to take 
ownership of that as well (104). 
For Connie, this ‘[acknowledgement of the] crap that the church and the broader 
government has done’ should be accompanied by a mutual reconciling process. She said 
‘we're not going to pretend we know what will actually be helpful for you [UAICC] in this 
reconciliation process so please help us understand... We know we need to do something, 
but we can’t make assumptions about what that is… help us understand what we can do, 
how we can work together to repair and to reconcile’ (77). In the second interview, Connie 
linked such a desire with the movement of the Spirit in covenanting so that ‘when God's in 
that space, the Spirit helps enable us to be open even when our human instinct may want 
to be defensive’ (fff). Similarly, Georgia commented that an ‘acknowledgement that this is 
not ours [the land], we don't actually have a claim on this and sometimes that means we 
have to.... surrender our sense that we do … have a claim on them’ (97).  
An essential element identified by the young adults to repair and deepen the relationship 
between Congress and the UCA after truth-telling was 'redress' or ‘resource sharing’. For 
example, Andrew spoke about ‘learning from each other,’ ‘making sure what we are 
building now is as good as it possibly could be’ and also sharing resources, especially 
through the sale of property because ‘the land really didn't belong to us’ (62). Moreover, 
for Andrew, Congress having less money than the synods means that the ‘concrete 
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expression of Australian dollars is important’ (64) in developing a ‘real’ relationship. Ben, 
too, affirmed that ‘all land is first and foremost Indigenous land’ (j) and understood property 
and money conversations with Congress as a tangible expression of a ‘real’ relationship 
that tells the truth about land and then acts on that truth.  
Ellen linked the sharing of resources in Aboriginal family culture as something that the 
church as family should also be serious about (22). She related this to:  
The reality [is] that 58% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are 
living in poverty. The money to sustain our ministry can't come from our 
people and so it means that we have to rely on the Uniting Church to do 
that so there has to be resources behind that covenant and that relationship 
as well ... and you know the resources will flow if you are actually in 
relationship because you don't want to see your brother and sister in 
ministry ... you know not being able to put food on the table because there 
isn't any resources to help them in ministry (92). 
Crucial in Ellen's understanding of resource sharing is the necessity of relationship. It is 
from the personal relationships that people will be moved to share with their brothers and 
sisters who are understood to be members of their church family. These material acts of 
redress are understood to be essential to the whole covenanting process. Thus, telling the 
truth, acknowledging past wrongs, recognising pain and hurt and making redress are 
necessary to develop ‘authentic’ relationships.  
5.2.4 Vulnerability, brokenness, humility, forgiveness  
Another way the young adults described ‘deep’ and ‘real’ relationships, both within the 
church and between the church and God, is through terms such as vulnerability, 
brokenness, humility and forgiveness. Brokenness is tied up with the necessity for God's 
action to bring about forgiveness, healing or reconciliation. Connie described the dynamic 
between humanity and God in brokenness in the following ways: 
Human beings can be pretty broken and, yeah, if it was just up to broken 
human beings, I don't know how far we'd get. So, there's kind of this 
element to... the relationship with God ...  (zz) 
I think the presence of God, like the Spirit of God, helps to, enable us to... 
to exorcise brokenness, to move towards forgiveness for one another when 
we mess up (fff).  
Further, Connie portrayed the Spirit of God as actually ‘prompting’ people to go against the 
human instinct to hold grudges and, instead, to forgive one another. She particularly used 
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the example of colonisation, commenting that for the colonisers ‘who have really messed 
up...  when God's in that space, the Spirit helps enable us to be open even when our 
human instinct may want to be defensive’ (fff).  
Ellen starkly conveyed the reality of brokenness in her discussion of the covenant (78-80). 
Ellen spoke of the term ‘covenant’ as being a ‘bit restricting’ through the human tendency 
to see the breaking of a promise as disastrous. Elaborating on this she said:  
So if you break the covenant or if you’re not living out the covenant and the 
promise that you've made to God... our humanity tells us that that's 
disastrous but if we think that's the call that Christ has to come to him and 
lay our burdens down and not try to take that on yourself so that's the 
humanity part (80).   
Here Ellen expresses both the reality of brokenness and Christ's offer of forgiveness as 
being of the first order. She even suggests that the covenant between the UAICC and the 
UCA exists to serve a greater purpose, the reconciliation of the world to God, and should 
not be used as a barrier to serve that greater purpose.  
Emily used the terms ‘brokenness’, ‘forgiveness’ and ’vulnerability’ to further explore her 
metaphor of the church as hospital, ‘not a place for the perfect’ (17), and the church as 
radical discipleship as ‘place of broken people saved by the redeeming works of Jesus’ 
(19). The call to be a multicultural church then ‘pushes against the idea that white 
Christians are less broken than non-white Christians’ (35) as everyone is broken. What is 
required in this church is humility and courage ‘to just shut up and listen a lot of the time’ 
(37). Vulnerability and honesty for Emily is connected with being ‘real’ in the sense that 
‘everyone is broken, but the point of church I guess is to be broken together and to have 
hope in something better. So, I guess honesty and affirming that we are all broken people, 
we're all hurting people’ (bb). Being vulnerable and admitting brokenness are indicators for 
Emily for being in good relationships with one another and thus being authentically church.  
Linda also used this metaphor of church as hospital to emphasise brokenness and 
vulnerability. In this way being a multicultural church is important, but not the primary 
reason why God calls the church into being. The church exists for people to recognise 
their own failings and live together in those failings. For example, she said in her first 
interview: 
If we want to make cultures go together like multicultural then we're kind of 
wasting our time but if we've come because we've recognised our 
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brokenness is — that we're both experiencing brokenness when we're apart 
then our healing comes when we come together — then I think we both 
have something that we need healing from. Then it's like … okay, we can 
go together on that but if you've just come to help…you’re wasting your 
time cos I don't need your help to be you, I need your help to be me. (65)  
Kate related vulnerability to being self-aware and honest with yourself. For Kate, this 
included being willing to learn a language, as suggested in the 2012 multicultural 
statement, because in learning another language ‘you’re vulnerable’ (hh). Donna (Anglo) 
expressed a similar understanding of being vulnerable in learning which she coupled with 
providing space for people to ‘ask a range of questions without feeling silly’ (v). Olivia also 
desired a space where ignorant or perhaps even offensive questions can be asked 
because ‘it is messy when you're learning’ (ff). She associated this desire with her sense 
of church as a sanctuary, a place and space where vulnerability is honoured, and learning 
is possible. Andrew used the term ‘humility’ to express comparable views to the above. For 
him, humility means acknowledging, ‘we don't have all the answers individually’ (38) and 
also being open to ‘new things’ (l).  
While Freda did not use the word ‘vulnerable’ herself, her conversation about who God is 
and God's desire for relationship with humanity implicitly suggests an openness and 
vulnerability. She commented: 
I reckon that... you know... some people are wanting to know love and other 
people are running away from love or hiding because of the fear of hurt and 
things, but if you hide away from love you miss out on all that good stuff, 
you know. You might be scared to put your heart right out there, openly and 
honestly, in fear of getting hurt but… that's no way to live. And I think […] 
when it comes to us wanting to be multicultural I reckon that's exactly the 
same way, that... Some of us are putting our hearts fully in there honestly 
and openly and others are too scared to put it into that space and place for 
fear of what else might come out of it, you know, and God, he just leaves 
that space open to say it's never gonna shut, when your time is ready, you 
know, because everybody needs love, it's a necessity, you can't live without 
it.  So, at some point people can come to put their heart and put their love 
and trust in that multicultural space, in that, love, in that space of love and 
multiculturalism (45). 
Freda portrays God as a guide, a companion, who will never forsake people as they travel 
the calling of the church toward being truly multicultural. Likewise, Iesha associated this 
willingness to be vulnerable with making ‘real relationships’ and remembering, ‘you are a 
child of God’ (84). ‘Real relationships’ in a covenanting context means ‘feeling like that is 
your actual friend... you don't have to be awkward around them or shy or shame or ... you 
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can express yourself freely and openly with them and they with you’ (94). Vulnerability, 
therefore, enables ‘real’ relationships to develop.  
To summarise, the theme of ‘walking together’ interweaves the paradigms of ‘inclusion’, 
‘not token’, ‘truth-telling’ and ‘vulnerability’ as markers of authentic relationship. In fact, to 
be a ‘real’ multicultural and covenanting church the young adults expect and personally 
commit to deepening relationships across cultural barriers. They expect that the church will 
be a place where differences are included. They expect that the church will enable the 
development of ‘real’ relationship as opposed to representational ideas of being a 
multicultural or covenanting church. As such, they desire ‘friendships’ or ‘family’ 
relationships across cultures. For these ‘real’ relationships to develop, however, the young 
adults recognise the need to share difficult truths and address these truths within the 
church with material redress. In order to address these truths, the church as a whole 
needs to embrace vulnerability and rely on the Holy Spirit to open the doors to new ways 
of being. As noted in 5.1, this desire for ‘real’ relationship recognises that a level of 
discomfort and a willingness to learn, as well as a reliance on God, are prerequisites to 
achieving such authentic relationships.  
5.3 Disrupting power and privilege in the church  
Complementing both the call of the church to be culturally diverse, yet one, and the desire 
to ‘walk together’ was the plea from some of the young adults to disrupt the dynamics of 
power and privilege within the church. These dynamics are detailed in the following two 
paradigms: ‘loosening the reins’ of the dominant culture by being ‘led by the minority’ and 
the related concept of ‘making space’. 
5.3.1 ‘Loosen the reins’ and ‘Being led by the minority’: Dominant/minority 
power dynamics  
The desire for the disruption of dominant cultures in the UCA is shared by a number of the 
participants. For example, Connie (Anglo) recognised the need to name the ‘weight 
towards Anglo culture’ in the way the UCA meets together as a prerequisite for meeting 
processes to change (55). Ben (2nd Gen Asian) expressed a desire for ‘not [...] one 
dominant culture, namely white culture being dominant, but equal appreciation and valuing 
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of a different culture’ (25). Ben connected this displacement of the ‘white Anglo dominant 
culture’ (n) with the ministry of Jesus:  
Jesus' ministry challenged the people of the day to not just be with those 
that […] that they felt close to, or that they felt similar to, but challenged 
people to engage with people that they sometimes, that they wouldn't 
usually engage with, or that they wouldn't usually identify as having 
common ground.  And I think that idea needs to be part of our church to 
counteracting or working against the dominant systems of Australia to ... 
provide a space for people that are, may be, marginalised or may be 
outcast because of their ethnic background or their cultural background (n). 
While Ben focused on equal valuing of cultures as the way to displace the dominant Anglo 
culture, Donna (Anglo 40) spoke of ‘loosening their grasp on the reins’ to describe the 
task. Donna suggested that being led by people outside the dominant Anglo culture is 
essential, because ‘we have to [get] used to the idea that, as we become more 
authentically multicultural, there are going to be moments that we don't get and people will 
be confronted by that and they might use that to minimise the leadership of others‘ (38).   
This ‘loosening the reins’, for Donna, means that the church has to be ready for changes 
to how:  
we meet and we run... and it's not reams of paper.... I don't think it's about 
people changing to be more like the structures in place... it's about looking 
at how we be church and being ready to change it even if that's really 
discomforting for the people it usually speaks to (40). 
Linda, on the other hand, recognised her own position as ‘a dominant white person’ in 
expressing her desire to ‘benefit from all the richness of other cultures, rather than 
recognising that that might not be helpful for their communities’ (Anglo 49). She 
acknowledged that for different groups of people to feel at home in a covenanting and 
multicultural church, the dominant ones: 
[…] might need to move to the side to make room for the voices that they 
are choosing to include, saying if you are a second gen young person then 
... this is a place we hope where you might find a home and we wonder if 
you can help us know what that could look like, because we don't know 
your context, but you do, and so can you help us (tt).  
Note here the assumption that the dominant group chooses who to include, but that the 
standing aside to ‘make room’ allows a different kind of decision-making, namely, one that 
is led by people whom the decision affects most directly. Andrew was similarly aware of 
his privileged position as ‘white, male, middle class, highly educated’ and noted the 
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importance to him of spending time ‘with people who are not in that position’ (Anglo 16). 
Peter (Anglo), likewise, appreciated his experience at NYALC where the ‘quota’ system of 
ensuring more or less equal numbers between Anglo, First Peoples and CALD participants 
‘[made] us a more inclusive, thoughtful, people’ (54). In the same vein, but from a different 
perspective, Rose observed the personal impact that being in an oppressed cultural group 
can have on people's understanding of their own culture and therefore the necessity ‘to be 
empowered... to express yourself culturally’ (2nd Gen Asian ee).  
In contrast, Georgia struggled to articulate what is the dominant culture in the church. 
However, she still recognised the importance of hearing different voices to disrupt the 
dominant culture: 
Just imagine if those voices [dominant] were kind of held back and the 
more gracious kind of voices which call us back to who we are or remind us 
of what we are really doing or what we’re really about – if they were the 
voices that got to speak first and for the longest and the loudest, how it 
would change… (Anglo x).  
This quote touches on another component of this paradigm of ‘loosening the reins’; that is, 
that such letting go of control necessitates ‘being led by the minority’. More generally, this 
component was expressed in terms of ‘learning from the voice of the people at the 
coalface’ (Ben 23) or ‘using quotes of their own experience if they're not from the majority 
cultural group and a willingness and enthusiasm for those voices to be heard’ (Donna v). 
To illustrate being led by the minority, Tom (2nd Gen Asian) shared a story of building 
renovations:   
Food and hospitality is a big part of multicultures and you can't stick the 
kitchen down the hall. The kitchen needs to be next to the meeting room. I 
think the West looks at the East and goes ‘food is such a big part’ and so ... 
the worst part is that becomes the catering. That's right, the catering comes 
in whereas multicultural ministry is that —it's not just food, it's the cooking of 
food, it's the community in the kitchen, it's the sharing of the this is the food 
that I cooked and it's my gift as opposed to just food (64). 
For Tom, this story illustrates what can be learnt when more than the surface or visible 
signs of cultural difference are both recognised and allowed space. Suddenly, the richness 
of the table both creates and witnesses to the richness of the community.  
Exploration of the covenant provided various examples of being led by minority or marginal 
voices. For example, Peter was particularly reticent to define ‘justice for First Peoples [as] 
it's going to be up to First Peoples... to define the terms of justice’ (60). This is because ‘it's 
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a bit unjust to hear it out from ourselves — it's just one sided of us’ (ss). Likewise, Andrew 
provided a concrete example of how the Uniting Church attempts to live out being led by 
First Peoples and Congress: 
One of the important resolutions I think at the Assembly was around 
[Australian] constitutional recognition and specifically that the Assembly's 
policy is we will follow the lead of the Congress. Recognising in a sense 
that this is a decision that should not be made, like so many others have 
been, by an Anglo majority for a disempowered Indigenous minority. So, I 
think that sort of thing is an important expression of covenant (78). 
For Freda (First Peoples), this sense of being led by First Peoples, her peoples, is through 
having the covenant in the UCA. She spoke of the covenant as an opportunity for elders to 
‘share story and not having to be shunted out but allowed to speak the truth without being 
criticised or victimised’ (23). Moreover, the covenant: 
[…] gave us a voice within church spaces, you know, and a lot of spaces in 
Australia, to say we are Aboriginal, we have a spirituality, God loves us too 
and ... God made us for a reason (57).  
Being led by the minority and the consequent displacement of the dominant culture is also 
associated with claiming God's love for all people. Affirming God’s love has particular 
significance for oppressed cultures and is recognised by many of the participants in their 
desire to ‘make space’, to value and include all cultures, and, to make amends for the 
oppression of First Peoples.  
5.3.2 Making space  
Associated with this desire to displace the dominant culture and to be led by the minority, 
was the need to ‘make space’ for cultural differences to not only exist, but to thrive, in 
order to transform the church. ‘Making space’ was not to be a token acknowledgement, as 
described in 5.2.2, but a genuine action to have ‘real’ exchange and produce ‘real’ change. 
This ‘space-making’ implied physical localities as well as space in terms of time. Through 
this sharing of locality and leaving room for, or committing time to, cross-cultural 
relationships, the power dynamics between cultures was expected to be disrupted and 
relationships deepen. ‘Making room’ was matched by a feeling of claustrophobia or 
'hemmed in-ness' that pervaded the interviews. The constant referral to space and place 
and need to expand these spaces and places implied that the young adults feel driven 
towards certain outcomes or opportunities.  
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Being in the same space, or sharing the same space, was depicted as an important 
prerequisite for developing deeper relationships. For example, Kate suggested that, 
‘meeting in the same space and acknowledging differences and acknowledging that we 
want to move together first’ as fundamental elements in being a multicultural church. 
Donna mentioned an English service that has multiple cultural groups who are ‘together in 
that place’ (42) and the cultural interpretations of the same Bible passages at a recent 
Assembly ‘[shows] that we each come with our own interpretations and we're meeting in 
that space together maybe because of that not just in spite of that’ (42). Rose and Iesha 
(First Peoples) noted the importance of NYALC as providing the space for multiple cultures 
to be together. For example, Iesha valued NYALC as ‘the space to have that cultural 
exchange... and allowing spaces for different cultures to come and speak and be heard’ 
(58).  
Ellen (First Peoples) suggested that a multicultural church would have ‘acknowledgement 
of country of the First Peoples of this land ‘and would have so many people of different 
cultures in that one space’ (62). This is an interesting connection between acknowledging 
place and providing space. In Ellen’s suggestion, the significance of place and recognition 
of prior claim allows for the inclusion of multiple cultures. This also makes visible, and 
seeks to disrupt, the current power dynamics between different cultures within the church. 
Donna expanded on ‘being in the same place’ through her experience of basket weaving 
with Yolŋu women. At this event being in the same space, and engaged in the same 
activity, allowed relationships to develop:   
I feel like I really benefited from it but I also think that they did ... so you 
know we got to the end of the session and it was just being alongside, at 
the start it was a bit awkward and uncertain and... when the session got on 
and hands got moving we had to check with each other and we had to 
recognise that the participants in this didn't have the expertise, but the 
really gentle guides, of like a 15 year old girl who probably didn't speak 
more than once, but you know, next to the older and the younger, you 
know, just sat next to them and showed them... so I feel like really there is 
something in that, not so much the image of the spiral but the experience of 
making it (p).  
Andrew's definition of a multicultural church was that we ‘make space for multiple cultures’ 
(40). Andrew then sees the covenant as making space for Congress to have their voices 
heard, particularly in difficult issues like marriage and sexuality (62). Ben similarly 
connected ‘making space’ with the covenant where it ‘establishes an important place for 
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Indigenous people in our church and provides a way we as the wider Uniting Church can 
move towards that idea of reconciliation’ (z). Freda, too, commented that Congress and 
the Covenant ‘help[s] give space and for people to be able to build that relationship with 
one another and to help live out God's …to give a space and place for people to go on that 
journey to be reconciled with God’ (53).  
Mention was also made of being invited into other people's space, especially with regards 
to Congress. For example, Olivia stated: 
so you see that a lot with our relationship with Congress in that, you know, 
we will be welcomed on to their land, or they'll, we'll welcome into a space 
that we claim is ours and those conversations happen and people are 
hospitable, really hospitable to each other in that. So ... yeah I don't know 
like, it's just really nice that if we want to connect we can, I guess, ask and 
they will receive us ... with open arms into spaces and stuff (Anglo jj).  
Olivia appreciated being invited into Congress's space and the hospitality and connection 
that was offered. Linda and Andrew also appreciated this welcoming into Congress's 
space at recent National Conferences.  
Making space was also connected to valuing each other ‘to give each other space to be 
ourselves’ (Linda 53). Significantly, this ‘space to be ourselves’ is closely connected to 
Linda’s articulation of church as a place for people to belong: 
Why I think belonging is important is because often we grow in our faith 
um… when we feel like we can, you know, this is a place for us …and I do 
think that Christ is the place-maker for us all, so I think if we think we have 
no place we can be comforted by the fact that in a church it should be a 
great kind of place to come and be whoever you are and that brings a 
different cultural heritage, cool.  I guess I would be concerned as well to not 
always label people by their culture first. Like, at the end of the day, I'm 
interested in getting to know you because you're a human, and you have 
value, and I'm interested in you (vv). 
For Linda, then, Christ makes the space and provides the place for each person, with, as 
she expressed it, his or her own cultural heritage, family of origin and ministry of origin. 
The whole of each person, consequently, is welcomed into the family of God.  
The young adults also recognised that multiple spaces are required in order to make 
space for a covenanting and multicultural church. Donna expressed this in her reflections 
on being intergenerational and intercultural: ‘We need room for people to be able to meet 
in their comfortable ways... but also be willing to gather and live and connect and be with 
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God and be together in intercultural spaces as well’ (ff). Iesha, in expressing her desire for 
joining Congress and UCA congregations acknowledges that ‘we [Congress] got to not 
look at it as mainstream or being assimilated but being included, but still have our space 
do to our Congress thing and to be Congress’ (92). 
To create space for multicultural and covenanting church to happen, the young adults want 
to encourage multiple voices in the different forums of the church. Emily related her 
experience of study at college where they were encouraged to develop their own 
contextual theologies (25). For Donna, hearing multiple voices allows ‘room for things to 
change’ (v), and Peter noted that: 
Being able to see that embodiment of a different culture in a person, it's in 
front of you, it's in your face and makes you think about it more because it's 
entered your space, so I think that's where being a multicultural church your 
almost forced to hear the voices more, which I think is good, because it's 
yeah, yeah — it's near you, you can see it, you can feel it you know. It's 
right in front of you (ee). 
Ben used the phrase ‘a place for everyone’ as well as the phrase ‘provide spaces’ in order 
for multiple voices to be heard in his exploration of what it means to be a multicultural and 
covenanting church. He connected space to ‘find[ing] a seat at the table for all the different 
perspectives and... equally valuing ... and even hearing all the perspectives and then 
finding a way to bring all the perspectives together to a new way of doing things that we 
may not have seen at the start of it’ (71). Interestingly, by providing a space for 
monocultural migrant churches, Ben concluded that the Uniting Church was both 
‘honouring people's equal place in a church and ... also honour[ing] their own connection 
to their home country’ (r).  
Some of the participants prefaced the word ‘space’ with ‘safe’, acknowledging that 
providing a space does not mean that people will feel able to use that space. Connie 
mentioned the provision of small groups at a recent synod event as ‘hopefully [providing] a 
safer place for some people to speak up where perhaps they wouldn't feel comfortable 
within a larger meeting’ (55). Donna is also concerned to make the space ‘safe’ although 
acknowledging the messiness in that. As mentioned in earlier sections, Linda is perhaps 
the most articulate at acknowledging the cultural difference in making safe places, saying 
‘what actually will include someone like me will actually be a barrier to others’ (tt).  
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Not only do multiple voices need to be heard but people's gifts need to be more readily 
recognised, according to some of the young adults. Donna noted that there needs to be 
‘space... for people to actually bring their gifts, not because they look slightly different or 
they have a different experience, but because it is rich and diverse and important’ (t). 
Ellen, too, saw in her own experience at a recent synod meeting that people not offering 
their gifts was a good indication that there was not the ‘space’ for them to feel comfortable 
to offer these gifts (l).  
In reflecting on making space as making time, Kate remarked that the high importance 
placed on '[breaking] bread together' in her cross-cultural experience was at odds with the 
Anglo way of ‘let's make the most of the hour’. That time for relationship building was not 
reflected in her experience of Assemblies and Synods. Donna related a story from her own 
Synod that demonstrated how to create such a space:   
I think I see it in things like the first time I went to our Synod meetings, we 
would meet together as synod and then break into presbyteries and my 
presbytery, the non-indigenous presbytery would meet in the main space at 
tables and [Congress body] would meet next door. And when we came 
together as Synod the [non-Indigenous presbytery] people would stay 
where they were and [Congress body] would kind of sit around the edges. 
So there was visual ... then ... the next year we had just a presbytery 
meeting which was led by [Indigenous leaders and teachers] and we broke 
into gender groups ... talk about one of the Bible studies and it was just 
incredible watching how that instantly changed how we met and how we 
were. ...You know, you just had [both groups] mixed in together and 
conversation everywhere and then we stayed in those spaces for the rest of 
that synod mixed in together, and then that was kind of a bit more natural in 
Synod last year that we did sort of again sat together and interspersed.  
‘Making space’ was also associated with reconciliation. As mentioned above, Ben 
perceived the covenant as ‘providing a place for Indigenous people in our church and 
provides a way we as the wider uniting church can move towards that idea of 
reconciliation’ (z). Connie described reconciliation as ‘coming to a space where they can 
be in conversation again’ (Anglo 67). For Connie, it is important to recognise ‘the place of 
God in the process to make things right or move towards a better space for being 
community all together’ (79). Linda viewed the church, in having time to ‘listen for 
understanding’, as ‘creating the space’ for reconciliation to happen (zz). Thus, ‘making 
space’ for cultural difference enables transformation. ‘Making space’ includes intentionally 
developing relationships, deliberately listening to marginal and minority voices and 
allowing these disciplines to transform the church into a truly multicultural and covenanting 
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church that listens, learns and grows together through exploring different ways of being 
church.  
5.4 ‘Writing a new narrative’: A call to transformation 
In Australia, where such great injustice has been done, and there's really 
powerful narratives about that, I always feel like a covenanting church is 
one that's writing a new narrative together (Georgia Anglo 107). 
All of the themes presented in sections 5.1-5.3 indicate the young adults’ yearning for the 
transformation of the UCA into a ‘truly’ multicultural and covenanting church. This implies 
that the UCA is not perceived as such a church by the young adults. This perception is 
made evident in the frustration expressed by the young adults with the disparity between 
the words of the UCA and their own experience. The young adults lauded the aspirational 
statements of the church but found the lack of action, from the congregations, the 
presbyteries, the synods, and the Assembly, to be discouraging. It is important, therefore, 
to explore this frustration before surveying the young adults’ hope in the ‘new narrative’.  
For example, Connie (Anglo) noted the importance of national statements, ‘that the Uniting 
Church across the country [saying] together we stand for this’. Rose (2nd Gen Asian) 
understood the statements as a practical way of doing reconciliation, as ‘a sign and a 
promise’ like the rainbow (64). For Emily (2nd Gen Asian), the multicultural statement 
helped her ‘to feel at home in the church, in the Uniting Church, but I think it's also a goal 
that we continually work towards, but we're not quite there yet in some ways’ (31). Andrew 
(Anglo), similarly, commented that, ‘it is just easier to make statements than to live them 
out, not through any ill intention, but just doing stuff is harder than talking’ (tt). Ben (2nd 
Gen Asian) even invoked the founding document of the Uniting Church, the Basis of 
Union, as important in ‘positioning ourselves as a church in the Asia-Pacific region’ and 
therefore ‘if we are a uniquely Australian church then we need to embrace multicultural 
aspect of Australia’ (35). Others expressed similar thoughts. For example, Andrew framed 
the statements as both a ‘declaration and a commitment... not just we are a multicultural 
church but that we intend to stay that way and we will work to make it that way, not just a 
‘well we've checked the box and now we can move on'... it's an ongoing commitment’ (36). 
Similarly, a covenanting church is not ‘something you can be without action... it is 
something you do’ (Andrew 60) and that we ‘hold each other to’ (tt). Many of the 
participants drew on the covenanting stories of the Hebrew Scriptures to demonstrate the 
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initial promise and the ongoing embodiment of this promise. The statements are, therefore, 
viewed by the young adults as an expression of intent rather than a statement of 
conclusion. Nevertheless, the lack of progress in making these statements a reality 
engendered frustration.  
Kate and her experience of participating in the Preamble conversation at the 2009 
Assembly is a good illustration of this frustration. At this national gathering, the whole 
Assembly followed the lead of Congress and walked out of the meeting area when the 
Preamble conversation was getting too heated for the Congress delegates. The whole 
Assembly then walked back in as one body. In Kate's words, this was ‘quite a powerful 
image’ and a ‘significant recognition of what a church can do and the statements it makes 
in changing what is viable’ (Anglo 81). Yet, Kate also commented that, ‘I'm not sure ... 
whether there is much pick up from the old lady in the back pew’ (81) with regards to 
covenanting. In between the first and second interviews Kate actually read the Assembly 
statements and noted that the 2012 multicultural statement encouraged ministers to learn 
another language and that ‘she'd love to know the statistics on that’ (hh), implying that, 
though the Assembly affirms these statements, there is not always follow-through.  
Although symbolic gestures were acknowledged as important, Andrew particularly required 
‘concrete action’. For instance, a symbolic acknowledgement of land needed to be 
partnered with ‘concrete expression of Australian dollars’ (Andrew 64). In his second 
interview, Andrew further drew together thought and action in stating, ‘doing has to involve 
thinking... you know, in a sense if you go way back to the Reformation. You have to have 
principles nailed to the door but if you don't nail them you're not going anywhere... both 
halves, action without thought is ineffective or counterproductive at worst... thought without 
action is — why even bother?’ (v). Connie declared, in her second interview, that 
covenanting ‘it's not just a thing that's on paper or like a value that we hold but we actually 
translate that value into action’ (ll), and to think about the values coupled with ‘the question 
of what are we actually going to do about it’ (ttt) along with ‘speaking publicly about what 
we value’ (39). Freda (First peoples) said that ‘you've got to have action behind the words 
otherwise it's just words, it's hot air and oxygen (Laugh)’ (63). Ellen (First Peoples) more 
strongly expressed her frustration in her vision of the church having a split personality 
where it says one thing but does not follow through with action (20) in ‘actively seeking’ to 
build the kingdom of heaven on earth (58). For example, Ellen commented that, ‘I expect 
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the church to be filled with marginalised people, but then the reality is that it's often not’ 
(36). 
Similar to the desire for ‘real’ rather than ‘token’ relationships, participants like Andrew 
emphasised the ‘living out’ of covenant and multicultural church every day. Andrew 
focused on what it means to have ‘a much more deliberate effort on the part of the, let's 
call it the majority church, to learn from our Indigenous brothers and sisters, not just sort of 
go, ‘Great we've got up the Preamble poster in the foyer, now let's go in and speak English 
every Sunday’ (86). This ‘living out’ or ‘active faith’ is portrayed by Peter to be more 
prevalent in his experience of the multicultural church rather than the traditional 
monocultural church. He stated: 
We [traditional monocultural church] don't do looking at things we've done 
wrong in the past very well... everyone talks about the good old days... we 
don't confront [the hard days]... and that leaves us feeling too comfortable... 
but when I suppose the covenanting, or you have action church, you've got 
to constantly face those challenges  ... we've all got to be facing these 
challenges as a group and that will hopefully, that will help you to grow in 
ways and hopefully embody justice, I hope, in a way the way that Jesus 
embodied justice in his way (Anglo qq). 
In articulating this desire to see actions coupled with statements some participants talked 
particularly about covenanting and multicultural being verbs. For example, Peter talked 
about covenanting as an action word — a verb (mm). Emily spoke about covenanting 
being a ‘really active statement of faith... like a verb version of the creed’ (53) and then 
used a marriage metaphor to explain the nature of the covenant relationship with the First 
Peoples. While Ellen does not use the term ‘verb’, her focus was also on action. For 
example, ‘for reconciliation to happen there has to be action — it's not just a word, there's 
lots of meaning behind the word “reconciliation”’ (68). More than this the idea of Uniting 
Church as movement invoked the sense of action required for the Uniting Church to be a 
truly multicultural and covenanting church, for Ellen, a picture of the kingdom of heaven 
(hh).  
The statements, coupled with actions, are also described as a way to bear witness to the 
church's call in the wider society, or to be a ‘foretaste and sign of the kingdom to come’ 
(Andrew hh). Thus, not only are the statements internal declarations of God's call on the 
life the church, but they are also public promises and examples for a wider society 
grappling with the reality of diverse cultures and the relationship between First and Second 
Peoples. For example, Andrew reflecting on his own mostly Anglo congregation asked, 
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‘What can members of the church do in the rest of the world to do something about... 
multiculturalism...reconciliation’ (90). Ben viewed the actions of the Uniting Church in the 
public discourse as giving ‘a voice to those people and that issue that often gets very 
misinterpreted and wrongly portrayed’ (23). Connie also noted the ‘intentional and public’ 
statements the UCA has made in regards to a multicultural church and acknowledging 
past wrongs of the church and seeking reconciliation, but this was ‘not only in saying, but 
in what it (UCA) does, working towards being honest with what has happened and looking 
for ways forward... in conversation with Aboriginal peoples engaged with the UAICC’ (77).   
Freda explicitly portrayed the church as being called by God to be multicultural and that 
‘without that action that the church is taking I feel Australia, in lots of ways, would be lost... 
if we weren't mirror imaging and practising, putting into practice what God is calling us to 
do... which is to be a multicultural family (41).  Rose also described the internal work of the 
church, in learning to love one another as imperfect people, particularly in living out the 
covenant with congress, as essential before we ‘go out and tell everyone you got to love 
one another’ (64) and bear witness as Christ's ‘hands and feet, the body of Christ’ (ddd). 
The desire to see the multicultural and covenanting church, rather than merely state that 
the Uniting Church is this kind of church, is the basis for the theme of ‘transformation’, or, 
as Georgia put it, ‘writing a new narrative’ (107). This is an intentional focus on the 
necessity of new ways, different ways and transforming ways of being church in order to 
be ‘truly’ multicultural and covenanting. Ben put it in terms of a ‘new idea of oneness’ (43) 
that honours all parts and creates a ‘new idea of community and family.’   
Encounters with difference were portrayed as potentially transformative experiences. For 
Emily, meeting and walking ‘alongside people whose experience of sexism and racism and 
ageism and all that kind of stuff is radically different to yours and allowing that to transform 
you’ is part of what it means to be a radical disciple. (37). Donna used her metaphor of the 
spiral to reflect on how weaving strands together to form a basket speaks to the dynamism 
of being multicultural and covenanting with ‘new strands having to be put in and new 
strands coming together and how it was always changing but the shape continues to grow’ 
(Anglo l).  
Georgia, whose quote opens this section, spoke about writing a new narrative both within 
the context of covenanting as well as the broader context of the reconciliation offered 
through God. After the new narrative comment Georgia went on:  
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And I think that's where like that kind of bigger story of reconciliation is kind 
of important because it's acknowledging that our immediate experiences 
and long in to the past as well, they're not kind of the totality of who we are 
or who our communities are because they are located within, they kind of, 
they come under God, I suppose essentially, who is the author of 
reconciliation in the first place (103). 
It is this narrative of reconciliation that allows the new narrative of being a covenanting 
church (and a multicultural church) to be written and spoken.  
To illustrate lost opportunities of transformation, Georgia told the following story about a 
process of consultation in a recent synod process where work had been sent out to 
various multicultural communities rather than developed with these communities. She 
noted: 
I just kind of thought how would that have been different if you had gone to 
the cultural groups with nothing and said, ‘Let's develop this together... 
rather than saying we've done this and now we're going to... and I think it's 
the difference between inclusion and transformation... you cross the 
boundary to such an extent that you build something together (41). 
For the young adults, although UCA statements provided a sense of pride in the UCA, 
there was also frustration that these statements have not created the actions and the 
subsequent transformation required to be a ‘truly’ multicultural and covenanting church. 
This new narrative is driven by God’s call to reconciliation.  
5.5 Summary 
The themes of diversity and oneness, authentic relationships, disrupting power and 
privilege and ‘writing a new narrative’ illustrate how the young adults imagine being a 
multicultural and covenanting church. Diversity and oneness were usually spoken of 
together, highlighting the young adults’ acknowledgement of the church’s call to be one, 
while at the same time recognising the God-given richness of cultural diversity. The young 
adults were not naïve in this recognition. They could identify the difficulties in being 
culturally diverse, despite the richness that such diversity offers their own faith. They had 
experienced themselves what it means to insist on hard conversations that people find 
discomforting or unsettling, and some had personally borne the brunt of others threatening 
or defensive behaviour and words. Despite this, the young adults kept insisting that the 
church is called to such discomfort. Moreover, the church, and their UCA, needs to be 
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better at honouring, as well as critiquing, the multiple ways of following God expressed 
through different cultural hermeneutics.  
In the theme of ‘walking together’ the young adults expected that the church will be a place 
where differences are included. Moreover, an attitude of inclusion enables the 
development of relationship based on equal valuing of different cultures, in addition to 
being prepared to question their own cultural backgrounds. Intimate terms such as 
‘friendship’ and ‘family’ dominate the way the young adults spoke about such relationships. 
Using these terms was seen as encouraging the vulnerability and truth-telling required for 
deeper relationships that look beyond the surface of cultural difference. This desire for 
‘real’ relationship recognises that a level of discomfort and a willingness to learn as well, 
as a reliance on God, are prerequisites to achieving such intimate relationships.  
Part of ‘walking together’ as one diverse church also requires the disruption of existing 
power dynamics within the church. The young adults talked about this through ‘loosening 
the reins’ of the dominant culture and being led by the minority. What is required to allow 
this to happen is ‘making space’. The young adults described the process of making space 
through the elevation of minority voices, creating environments where people feel safe to 
offer their gifts and their ideas, as well as deliberately changing the way meeting or 
activities of the church are done.  
The young adults expressed a strong hope in the transformation of the church. They could 
see the aspirations of the church to be truly a church for and with First Peoples through the 
covenant, and to be a multicultural church. What they did not experience were such 
visions being implemented in their everyday congregational or faith life. The vision of a 
multicultural and covenanting church is a ‘new narrative’ that expresses the reconciling 
purposes of God. The young adults cleave to this new narrative, this eschatological hope, 
as they struggle with the frustrations of the imperfections of the church. The next chapter 
analyses the official statements of the UCA on being a covenanting and multicultural 
church. 
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6. The official statements 
Since 1977 the Uniting Church has made three major statements on being a multicultural 
church and three major statements about its relationship with First Peoples. In this 
chapter, the statements about First Peoples will be discussed in chronological order, 
starting with the 1985 Congress Charter (Congress Charter), the 1994 Covenanting 
Statement (Covenant) and the 2009 Preamble to the Constitution (Preamble). This will be 
followed by an analysis of the 1985 statement, The Uniting Church is a Multicultural 
Church, the 2006 document, A Church for all God’s People, and, finally, the 2012 
statement, One Body, Many Members. The results of the analysis are offered separately in 
order to draw attention to variation in themes over time.  
Each section of the chapter provides an introduction to the statement, placing it briefly in 
its Uniting Church context before presenting the central themes drawn from the guiding 
questions of the interviews: How does the statement describe the church? What is a 
multicultural church or covenanting church? Why does the Uniting Church say it is a 
multicultural church and/or covenanting church? The use of the term ‘reconciliation’ will 
also be presented within these questions. The summary of the chapter will draw together 
the threads from the analysis of all the statements.  
6.1 1985 Congress Charter and minutes  
At the 1985 National Assembly, the UCA recognised the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander 
Christian Congress (UAICC) as the body responsible for ministry with Aboriginal and 
Islander peoples. Prior to this decision, the Commission for World Mission oversaw 
ministry with First Peoples. Such a structure implied that First Peoples were not 
‘Australian’ and were viewed by the UCA in terms similar to the people of the Pacific and 
Asia. This structure was a legacy of the churches that came into union and the associated 
history of missions being started in ‘alien’ cultures to those of Europe. This is consistent 
with the terms ‘mission’ or ‘missionary’ having been strongly associated with being sent to 
a ‘foreign’ and faraway place, rather than a ministry that occurs in the local context.1  
 
1 David J Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission. Twentieth 
Anniversary Edition. (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2012), 1-3. 
 127 
First Peoples2 themselves initiated this recommendation, developing the vision of Rev 
Charles Harris and others. Rev Charles Harris had convened a meeting of Aboriginal 
leaders at Crystal Creek, Townsville in 1982. Delphin-Stanford and Brown summarise the 
vision of this meeting in Committed to Change:  
It was a vision of black Christians in Australia united, in control of their own 
organisation, setting the agenda for mission among Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. It would be a body that was concerned with 
people's lives in a holistic way, committed to minister to them in their daily 
experience of racial discrimination, dispossession of the land, oppression 
by structures imposed upon them by Australian Government and church 
institutions, poverty and despair. It was a vision of a church preaching a 
gospel of hope and liberation, and living in solidarity with their people as 
they struggled for justice.3  
As Delphin-Stanford and Brown report, the original vision did not explicitly include being 
part of the UCA, although Harris desired to maintain some connection, without ceding 
control. The Congress Charter, agreed to at the 1985 UCA Assembly, is the attempt to 
create such a body in partnership with the Uniting Church.  
The charter of Congress appears in the minutes of the 1985 Assembly as a 
recommendation of the Department for World Mission. Each of the charter’s paragraphs 
starts with a quote from the Basis of Union, the founding document of the UCA, and then 
proceeds with an explanation of how this vision will be lived out in this new body named 
the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress. The term ‘covenant’ is not used in 
this document; the emphasis is on the establishment of the new body and an implicit 
understanding of how this body relates to the UCA as a whole. Notably, the term 
‘reconciliation’ is not used, and there is little recognition of the multiple cultures within the 
Uniting Church. 
6.1.1 Describing the church  
The Congress Charter draws on the ecclesiology of the Basis of Union and reinterprets it 
within the Australian context, particularly regarding ministry with First Peoples. The 
emphasis is on the church as embodying a unity of cultures and denominations that 
 
2 The term ‘First Peoples’ is not used in official statements of the UCA until 2009. For consistency, 
it will be used when reflecting on previous statements.  
3 Delphine Delphin-Stanford and John Brown, Committed to Change: Covenanting in the Uniting 
Church in Australia (Melbourne: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1994), 8. 
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honours diversity. The church is called by God to be a body within the context of Australia. 
Consequently, the call to establish Congress is not a whim of politics, but a deep and 
profound response to the love that God offers to the church, and calls the church to 
demonstrate. Thus, the church, when it follows such a call, witnesses to the hope that it 
has found in God.  
In the charter, it is clear that the ecumenical momentum that inspired the formation of the 
Uniting Church is also an inspiration for the creation of the Congress. Interpreting a quote 
from the Basis of Union, the charter says: 
[T]hat the Uniting Church ‘believes that Christians in Australia are called to 
bear witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which transcends cultural 
and economic, national and racial boundaries, and to this end she commits 
herself to seek special relationships with churches in Asia and the Pacific.’ 
[BoU para 2]. The Uniting Church accepts the same challenge to witness 
within the Australian community with those who have different cultural 
economic and racial identities (Congress Charter 1). 
The UCA, then, seeks to demonstrate a unity that is beyond any national or international 
boundaries. This unity is to ‘transcend’ boundaries and includes the uniting of people from 
various backgrounds and cultural traditions. As Davis McCaughey says in his commentary 
on the Basis:   
Within our own border, in Australia itself, there are opportunities for  bearing  
witness to a fellowship in Christ which 'transcends cultural and economic, 
national and racial boundaries': aboriginals [sic], white settlers 
predominantly from the British Isles, ethnic groups from Europe, the Middle 
East, Asia and the Pacific must now learn to sit down together in an 
anticipation of life in the kingdom of God.4 
It is in this context that the UCA recognises a separate body to have a particular calling to, 
and with, Aboriginal and Islander peoples. This appears to be at odds with the calling to be 
a ‘uniting’ church. Paragraphs 2 and 4 of the charter implies that, though through Christ 
the church is unified, the church itself is called to many different contexts. For example,  
By settling and appointing personnel to work amongst the Aboriginal and 
Islander people of Australia, the Congress will assist the Uniting Church to 
ensure that Aboriginal and Islander people have an opportunity to hear the 
Gospel in the context of their own culture and in their own language. It will 
establish congregational life which holds before Aboriginal and Islander 
 
4 J Davis McCaughey, Commentary on the Basis of Union. (Melbourne: JBCE, 1980), para 2. 
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people the hope of the kingdom and will struggle with them to bring forth 
justice for Aboriginal and Islander people within our Australian community. 
It will break the long history of dependence upon others, and begin the 
process whereby all members of the Uniting Church belong together with 
one Lord, in a diverse, but unified church which lives out its one mission to 
Australia and to the world (Congress Charter 2). 
This paragraph of the charter acknowledges the injustice faced by Aboriginal and Islander 
people and its concomitant effect of dependence. It is envisioned that the UAICC, as 
Aboriginal and Islander Peoples working with Aboriginal and Islander Peoples, will make 
the gospel real to their own people. The first sentence of the extract quoted above, ‘In 
order to bear witness to this unity of faith and life…’, makes it evident that each ministry 
context in which the church finds itself will require different approaches to ministry, yet the 
church remains one. This nuances the original notion of transcending boundaries 
expressed in the BoU. A diverse and unified church does not transcend boundaries by 
ignoring them. Instead, diversity of context and experience is now a reality of the unified 
church; indeed, there would be no need to seek unity if there was no diversity.  
Nevertheless, it is important to note that the last sentence of the paragraph quoted above 
could imply that the establishment of the UAICC is a necessary, but temporary, stage on 
the way to the ultimate end, namely ‘to belong together with one Lord’ (my emphasis). It is 
assumed in this sentence that once dependence recedes there will be no need to have a 
separate body responsible for ministry with First Peoples. In recent years there has been 
some national conversation about changing the role of the UAICC and there have been 
regional agreements that distribute responsibilities differently in each Synod.  
Along with the establishment of a separate body, the UCA is also affirming that Aboriginal 
and Islander peoples have much to offer the whole church. In paragraph 4 of the charter, 
overt mention is made of the UAICC’s role in informing the church ‘of the unique 
theological and cultural elements in ministry to Aboriginal and Islander communities’. This 
illustrates a recognition of the significance of cultural background and experience that can 
be brought into the life of the church, enabling the church to more fully respond to God’s 
call. As paragraph 7 states:  
Through the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress the Uniting 
Church seeks to share in, and to feel, all the despair and anguish of 
Aboriginal and Islander societies and rejoice in their joys and 
achievements. [The Uniting Church] looks to the Congress through its 
members and agencies, its work within and with the synods, to think and 
plan and agonise so that within the Uniting Church we will all understand 
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more clearly what God would have us do’ (Congress Charter 7, my 
emphasis). 
6.1.2 What does a covenanting church look like?  
While the term ‘covenant’ is not used in this charter it does contain expectations for the 
relationship between the UAICC and the UCA. These include a commitment to sharing 
resources within the UCA, a commitment to journeying together, and a commitment to 
justice for First Peoples. First, the charter commits the Uniting Church to share resources 
with the UAICC, ‘in order to help them in their struggle for human rights, dignity and 
community… [and] support the building up of Aboriginal congregations, with theologically 
trained Aboriginal leaders developing their worship, witness and service in their own ways’ 
(Congress Charter 5). This is a commitment made at the 1982 Assembly that is now 
reaffirmed in the 1985 establishment of the UAICC. Notably, this sharing of resources is 
not explicitly linked to reparations or any recognition of the complicity of the church in 
injustices faced by Aboriginal and Islander peoples as it will be in subsequent statements. 
Instead, it appears to be based on an imperative to share resources of the church with an 
economically disadvantaged group within the church. 
There is also an expectation that the UAICC will share theological insights and Christian 
experience from their own communities with the whole church by ‘initiat[ing] a lively 
sharing of their Christian experience, their liturgy and their theological reflections’ 
(Congress Charter 4). In turn, the Uniting Church ‘seeks to share in, and to feel, all the 
despair and anguish of Aboriginal and Islander societies and rejoice in their joys and 
achievements’ (Congress Charter 7). This mutual sharing is so that ‘we will all understand 
more clearly what God would have us do’ in the struggle for justice for Aboriginal and 
Islander peoples (Congress Charter 7). Thus, the UAICC and the UCA are to be 
companions to one another, sharing in each other’s joys and sorrows, and ensuring that 
resources are allocated appropriately across the whole of the church.  
More than this sharing, the UAICC is also to direct ministry that breaks injustice and the 
dependence that injustice creates (Congress Charter 2). In this way the UAICC is to lead 
the church in addressing the needs of First Peoples. However, the Charter is unclear on 
what caused this injustice. The statements on injustice in paragraphs 2, 3, 6 and 8 are 
general in tone, with little specific acknowledgement of the sources of injustice. Further, 
the UAICC, in its role as advisor to the UCA on issues of justice, is ‘to advise the Assembly 
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on those issues which directly affect Aboriginal and Islander people, and draw all members 
of the Uniting Church into their struggle for justice as fellow Australian people’ (Congress 
Charter 6). The use of the pronoun ‘their’ implies that the struggle for justice belongs to the 
UAICC, rather than an issue that challenges and critiques the whole of the Uniting Church.  
6.2.3 Why does the Uniting Church have a covenant with the UAICC? 
As stated above, the relationship between the UCA and the UAICC is not conceived of as 
a covenant in this statement. For this reason the question applied to the document is, ‘Why 
the UAICC?’ The document answers this question predicated on God’s call to the church 
to be servants to one another and thus to herald the creation of a new order. The 
Congress Charter interprets this call through a hermeneutic that affirms that First Peoples 
have the requisite experience and knowledge to initiate, oversee, and advise on ministry 
with First Peoples.  
In the charter there is also the recognition that in order to bear witness to Christ most fully 
ministry with Aboriginal and Islander peoples requires Aboriginal and Islander leaders. In 
addition, for the whole church to live out its calling it needs to pay attention to the 
theological insights of Aboriginal and Islander peoples. Attention is due because of the 
injustice faced by First Peoples. In accord with the shift in hermeneutics to contextual 
theologies outlined in chapter 2, the Charter affirms that it is only Aboriginal and Islander 
peoples themselves who can lead the church into a deeper understanding of their 
theological approaches and their lived experience. The Congress, therefore, has the 
responsibility of sharing the ‘vision of this kingdom with people in their need, it will offer 
hope to the hopeless and apathetic; it will seek to empower the powerless break the 
chains of their oppression, and seek to build community on the basis of justice for all 
peoples (Congress Charter 3). 
It is through this paying heed to First Peoples that the charter empowers the UAICC to 
‘help the whole church to discover how to serve and be servant to one another across the 
hurts of our common history’ (Congress Charter 6). It is First Peoples who are to lead the 
church in ministry with First Peoples. It is for the rest of the UCA to learn how to be 
servants with First Peoples through the example of the UAICC.  
In conjunction with the call of God for the church to serve, Congress Charter paragraph 8 
highlights the significance of the church in witnessing to God’s new order: 
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In all of these tasks the Congress will herald Jesus Christ, sharing in the 
creation of a new order of righteousness and love as congregations are 
built up in faith, in health, in dignity and in hope. This holistic Gospel will 
also be reflected in the witness and service of evangelist, of scholar, of 
prophet and martyr as the members of the Congress share the struggle of 
all Aboriginal people for justice as people of the Australian society 
(Congress Charter 8). 
Thus, through the establishment of Congress and the consequent elevation of the 
theological insights and ministry gifts of First Peoples, the UCA has the opportunity to 
further witness to God’s work in Australia. Such a witness is to be through both the 
autonomy given to Congress to witness to First Peoples, and in the companionship of the 
UCA in suffering and advocating alongside the Congress. In this way, the UCA is a church 
that is one, yet espouses a recognition that the context of different ministries is an 
essential part of this unity.  
In sum, the establishment of Congress is presented as a faithful response to the call of 
God to be the church in Australia. It is through this honouring of First Peoples’ faith and 
designating the UAICC as the body responsible for ministry with First Peoples that ‘a new 
order of righteousness and love’ can be made manifest. The Congress Charter details a 
church with and for First Peoples that is marked by a sharing of material resources with 
First Peoples as well as a sharing from First Peoples of their theological and liturgical life. 
The whole church is to share in each other’s joys and sorrows and, in this particular 
instance, in the joys and sorrows of the Congress. Such a phrase calls to mind the body of 
Christ passage in 1 Corinthians 12:26, which states: ‘If one member suffers, all suffer 
together with it; if one member is honoured all rejoice together with it.’ Finally, a church for 
and with First Peoples will heed the experience of First Peoples and allow their knowledge 
of situations of, and appropriate responses to, injustice to inform the whole church. 
6.2 1994 Covenanting Statement 
In 1988 the UAICC invited the UCA into a discussion about their relationship. This was 
framed as an invitation to covenant, to be bound together. The UAICC saw that it was 
necessary to clarify the relationship they had with the UCA. The request occurred within 
the context of the 1988 Bicentenary of the First Fleet and the ensuing conversations on the 
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appropriate way for the church to mark this occasion.5 Clear frustration was also 
expressed by the UAICC around the issue of resource sharing as well as relevant training 
of suitable Aboriginal and Islander leaders. There was also a ‘deeper concern’ surrounding 
the acknowledgement of colonial dispossession and the survival of First Peoples.  
In 1994, six years after the initial invitation, the Covenant between the UAICC and UCA 
was entered into at the 7th Assembly. The declaration itself has two parts. The first is a 
statement from the UCA to the UAICC read on behalf of the UCA by Jill Tabart, the 
President of the UCA from 1994-1997 (Covenant 1-19). The second is a statement and 
response from the UAICC to the UCA. This was read by Rev Bill Hollingsworth, chair of 
UAICC (Covenant A1-A18). Tragically, Rev Charles Harris had passed away in 1993.  
This is the first time that the term ‘reconciliation’ is used in official statements about 
Congress and Covenanting. Taking place after the 1988 Bicentenary, the establishment of 
the 1991 Council of Aboriginal Reconciliation and the 1992 Mabo decision, it is clear that 
the secular concept of ‘reconciliation’ is understood as having resonance with the Christian 
theological understanding of reconciliation and vice versa. Reconciliation is also a key 
theological theme in the founding document of the UCA, the Basis of Union. Thus, Jill 
Tabart could say, in paragraph 2 of the Covenant statement:   
We meet in the presence of God who through the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ has reconciled us to God and to one another in 
the power of the Holy Spirit. Our unity can then ‘[transcend] cultural, 
economic, national and racial boundaries’ (Basis of Union, Paragraph 2).  
6.2.1 Describing the church  
The church is primarily framed in this statement by its relationship with God, with the 
church meeting in God’s presence and being united through Christ. The church is also 
described as a covenant community. Lastly, and significantly, the church is portrayed as 
an imperfect body, in other words, a body that fails. 
The presence of God in the church is made explicit throughout the statement and indeed is 
referred to in the first sentence of the statement itself: ‘We meet in the presence of God 
who through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has reconciled us to God and 
 
5 Delphin-Stanford and Brown, Committed to Change, 8. 
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to one another in the power of the Holy Spirit’ (Covenant 2). It is God’s call and God’s 
presence that makes such a meeting possible. Furthermore, it is through the work of 
reconciliation by God and through the Holy Spirit that enables people to be in right 
relationship with God and seek right relationship with each other. Paragraph two goes on 
to invoke the covenant made with the church through Holy Communion, reminding the 
UCA of the promises of Christ to be with the people as they share in this meal.  
Accompanying this acknowledgement of the church meeting together in the presence of 
God is an affirmation of the unity which such a meeting assumes. The first sentence 
recognises that such a meeting is only possible through Christ. To illustrate what 
reconciliation means, paragraph two of the BoU is quoted, stating that ‘our unity 
“transcends cultural, economic, national and racial boundaries” (Basis of Union, Paragraph 
2)’ (Covenant 2). The unity that the church proclaims is, therefore, understood to be reliant 
on the work of Christ, rather than on the work of the church.  
The church, as this unified body, meeting in the presence of God, is then identified as a 
covenant community. A covenant community is both bound to God and bound one to 
another to ‘love one another as I have loved you’ (Covenant 16). Such a community exists 
to ‘anticipate the joyful celebration of the fulfilment of God’s rule of love and justice’ 
(Covenant 2). The last two paragraphs of the UCA statement acknowledges the hope of 
having a ‘multi-racial bond of fellowship’ while simultaneously recognising that such a bond 
is not possible without Christ’s work of reconciliation. The covenant community is 
described in the UAICC statement by the phrase ‘walk together practically’. The UAICC 
paragraphs A17 and A18 provides markers of such a community. These markers are 
discussed in the next section.  
A significant part of this covenanting statement is the acknowledgement of the failure of 
the church, as well as the whole of Australia, in the attitude towards, and treatment of, First 
Peoples. In the statement read by Jill Tabart there is an explicit confession of failure to 
hear First Peoples knowledge and of preventing First Peoples from caring for the land:  
Your people were prevented from caring for this land as you believe God 
required of you, and our failure to care for the land appropriately has 
brought many problems for all of us (Covenant 9). 
Note here the recognition of God’s call on the First Peoples to care for the land and the 
acknowledgement that non-Aboriginal people have failed to care for the land. The UCA 
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statement also references ‘racist and paternalistic policies’ implemented by the churches. 
The response to such failure is to ask for forgiveness from the UAICC (Covenant 11). In 
Rev Hollingsworth’s statement, the recognition of the church’s past failures led to the 
desire of the UAICC to establish a new relationship built on a solid basis (Covenant A15).  
6.2.2 What does a covenanting church look like?  
The declaration of the Covenant at the 1994 Assembly as an act of the church, is one 
illustration of what a covenanting church looks in having the UCA and the UAICC 
participate in a mutual, public commitment to each other. Not only did the process of the 
statement mark the Covenant, the statements itself also contains the criteria for such a 
church. These criteria include telling the truth about what has happened to First Peoples 
and their land and, subsequently, acknowledging wrongdoing and seeking forgiveness 
from the UAICC for the UCA’s complicity in the injustice faced by First Peoples. In the 
statement, it is only when such actions are taken that the UCA and the UAICC can journey 
together and work against injustice. Importantly, all these actions can only be brought to 
fruition through relying on the power and love of God.  
A covenanting church first acknowledges what has happened in the past; it tells the truth. 
In the covenanting statement, the President of the UCA recognises the previously denied 
pre-existing relationship of First Peoples with the land and the failure of the missionaries to 
hear the wisdom of the First Peoples (Covenant 3 and 4). This first part of the statement 
does give thanks for faithful witnesses within the church, but goes on to lament the ways 
non-Aboriginal peoples shared the gospel, stole land and co-operated with government 
policies that removed people from families and land. These are clear and strong 
statements that focus primarily on the church’s deficiencies in understanding, respecting 
and paying heed to First Peoples.  
The UAICC response to these paragraphs 3-10 is in paragraphs A3-A8. These paragraphs 
narrate the events summarised in Jill Tabart’s statement from the UAICC perspective. For 
example, 1788 is characterized as a violent disruption (Covenant A3). Dispossession, 
massacres, rape and stealing of land and destruction of culture are explicitly named 
(Covenant A4). The church’s role in this destruction is also clearly identified, with the 
church understood as ‘relinquishing’ its responsibility as the ‘conscience of the invader’. 
Indeed the ‘church is held accountable’ by the UAICC for the ‘injustices/atrocities inflicted 
on our people’ (Covenant A8). These robust 
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its own participation in the destruction of First Peoples’ cultures. The statement also insists 
on hearing from First Peoples what this destruction looks and feels like, rather than 
viewing only non-Indigenous reflections on the impact of colonisation on First Peoples as 
legitimate and reliable.  
While a covenanting church tells the truth and admits wrongdoing, it also seeks 
forgiveness and ways to restore the broken relationship. Significantly, this forgiveness is 
sought not only for the wrongs knowingly done by the church, but also for those done 
unknowingly. As the UCA part of the statement declares: 
I apologise on behalf of the Assembly for all those wrongs done knowingly 
or unknowingly to your people by the Church, and seek your forgiveness. I 
ask you to help us discover ways to make amends (Covenant 11). 
The UAICC response to this question of forgiveness is honest about the difficulty of giving 
forgiveness in such circumstances, especially to an organization that still holds enormous 
power (Covenant A11). The UAICC recognises that ‘forgiveness’ needs to be built on a 
strong commitment to ‘work together to lay a new foundation upon which we may build a 
more just future together’ (Covenant A13). Such a foundation includes adequate 
resourcing to address present disadvantage. Note here that, in contrast to the Congress 
Charter, injustice and disadvantage now have a clear source, namely, the dispossession 
and injustice caused by invasion, events in which the UCA is complicit.  
For the Congress, then, this forgiveness is conditional; it is tied to the UCA decisions to 
resource Congress. It is only through appropriate actions that Congress will see that the 
UCA is truly repentant. These actions include advocating for land rights and representation 
in political processes (Covenant 12), as well as supporting policy changes in the wider 
Australian society (Covenant 17). Within the church, actions include the transfer of 
property (Covenant 15) and building relationships ‘which respect the rights of your people 
[First Peoples] to self-determination in the church and in the wider society’ (Covenant 17). 
It is the building of relationship or ‘journeying’ (Covenant 5, 16) or ‘solidarity’ (Covenant 17) 
that is the foundation of the covenant relationship. It is through ‘walk[ing] together as 
equals’ (Covenant A17) that the covenant will be built. Telling the truth and seeking 
forgiveness enables an equal relationship. To sustain such equality the UCA and UAICC 
need to recognise the gifts of First Peoples, the gift of the land that sustains all peoples 
and have to commit to justice and concern for one another. Significantly, it is only through 
 137 
Christ and the Spirit (Covenant 18, A18) that this relationship, this covenant, can begin 
and can continue. 
A covenanting church, then, confronts difficult truths regarding the historical and 
contemporary context of Australia and the impact this has had on First Peoples. It is only 
when this truth and the associated failure of the church to live out the gospel is recognised 
that forgiveness can be sought and given. Yet, this forgiveness is not empty of obligation. 
For the repentance to be real the UAICC needs to see that the UCA shares resources, 
listens to their insights and works for justice as equal partners. The statement 
acknowledges that building such a relationship is not an easy task and is only possible 
through a reliance on God.  
6.2.3 Why does the Uniting Church have a covenant with UAICC? 
Historically, the Covenant exists because of the invitation by UAICC for the UCA to enter 
into such a relationship (Covenant 16). As such, the statement is an initiative from a group 
with little social and financial power who call the powerful to account in order to form a 
partnership. This call to covenant is portrayed in the statement as consonant with the call 
from Christ to love one another; indeed, who the church is in relationship to God and the 
world requires such a response. Thus, the initiative of Congress is represented as, 
ultimately, an initiative of God. The covenant itself is, therefore, a witness to God’s 
reconciliation, requiring the establishment of a new relationship based upon real 
recognition, justice and equality (Covenant A15). This new relationship is also a work of 
the Spirit, inspiring a commitment to a particular way of being together that honours each 
other as equals. It is a contextual response to God’s call to reconciliation in Australia.  
In sum, in the covenant statement, the church is described through its relationship to God 
and through the expected relationships within the church. The ‘covenant community’ is 
only made possible through God’s reconciliation, which brings together disparate people, 
even those who have been hurt and dispossessed of land and culture by others within the 
community. These ways of describing the church are used as the basis to develop the 
markers of a covenanting church; that is, a church that confronts difficult truths, seeks and 
gives forgiveness and demonstrates repentance through practical actions. This 
relationship is built on truth and partnership and is only possible through the church’s 
reliance on the work of God. This reliance on God is twofold. First, it is God’s call to 
reconciliation and partnership that inspires and compels the UCA and the UAICC to enter 
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into this covenant. Second, such a relationship is only possible through the power and love 
of God, the work of Christ in reconciling the world to God’s self and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. The 2009 Preamble further develops these themes.  
6.3 2009 Preamble  
In 2009 the UCA National Assembly resolved to amend the Preamble to the Constitution of 
the UCA. Up to this point, there was an interim preamble rehearsing the story of union 
between the Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregationalist churches. However, as 
discussed in chapter 2, the founding document of the Uniting Church, the Basis of Union, 
did not mention the First Peoples and did not acknowledge the associated mission history 
of the uniting churches within the Australian context.  
The proposed new Preamble was constructed by a Task Group consisting of leaders from 
Congress and leaders from the Assembly. Its aim is to recount the history of union as well 
as acknowledge the relationship between First Peoples, Second Peoples, God and the 
uniting churches within the Australian context. It was presented to the 2009 Assembly 
where it was discussed, amended and resolved. According to the constitution of the UCA, 
any changes need to be approved by the majority of Synods and two-thirds of the 
Presbyteries (Constitution 72). This was achieved in 2010.  
6.3.1 Describing the church  
The narrative of the Preamble is that God calls the church into being and God gives the 
church gifts and tasks. The law of the church is, therefore, to be a response to God’s call, 
utilising the gifts that God has provided. This calling by God includes being called into 
union (Preamble 1) and to ‘continually seek a renewal of its [the Uniting Church’s] life as a 
community of First and Second Peoples from many lands’ (Preamble 4). The 
understanding is that the Uniting Church is called by God to express unity across 
denominations and also across cultures. These cultures are now generally defined as the 
First Peoples and the Second Peoples from many lands. Note the use of plurals for 
‘people’, identifying that First Peoples and Second Peoples are comprised of a variety of 
cultures. This is an emphatic statement that elevates the desire to be a multicultural 
church and a covenanting church to the same priority and significance as the call to union 
across denominations that provided the impetus to establish the Uniting Church.  
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Similar to the covenant statement, the new Preamble not only acknowledges the gospel 
imperative for the church to be a renewed community, it also pronounces that the Uniting 
Church and its predecessors failed to live up to the gospel. Paragraphs 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6 
lay out the history of the uniting churches’ engagement with First Peoples, from ‘some 
[who] approached the First Peoples with good intentions, standing with them in the name 
of justice’ to the ‘many [who] shared the values and relationships of the emerging colonial 
society including paternalism and racism’. The complicity of the churches in the 
dispossession of First Peoples and the consequent denial of First Peoples’ relationship to 
land is also stated. Consequently, though the church is the people of God, the church also 
fails to bear witness as the people of God.  
To summarise, in the Preamble to the UCA Constitution, the UCA understands itself as a 
body that has been called into existence by God. It is God who called the uniting churches 
into union, it is God who calls the UAICC and UCA into a covenant relationship and it is 
God who calls First and Second Peoples into a renewed community of hope. God has 
given the UCA gifts to respond to God’s call to be such a community. Yet, the UCA is 
reminded in this preamble that it is not perfect, that mistakes have been made, and that 
God still calls this body into a reconciled and renewed community.  
6.3.2 What does a covenanting church look like?  
Similar to the Covenanting Statement of 1994, the 2009 Preamble emphasises the 
centrality of truth-telling regarding the role of the churches in dispossession. Paragraphs 
4.5-4.6 address all of the uniting churches’ failure to live up to the Gospel. The Preamble 
contests a ‘distorted version of history that denied this land was occupied, utilized, 
cultivated and harvested by these First People’ (Preamble 4.6). In addition, the Preamble 
acknowledges the resistance of the First Peoples to this dispossession from the beginning 
of colonization (Preamble 4.7). 
The Preamble also recognises First Peoples’ prior relationship both to the land and to 
God. While such an affirmation is in the Covenanting Statement, it is only presented in the 
Congress response. Putting such an acknowledgement in the ‘law of the church’ 
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demonstrates the essential nature of this call to the Uniting Church, as a whole, to be a 
covenanting church and a multicultural church.6 For example, paragraphs 4.1-4.3 states: 
When the churches that formed the Uniting Church arrived in Australia as 
part of the process of colonisation they entered a land that had been 
created and sustained by the Triune God they knew in Jesus Christ   
(Preamble 4.1). 
Through this land God had nurtured and sustained the First Peoples of this 
country, the Aboriginal and Islander peoples, who continue to understand 
themselves to be the traditional owners and custodians (meaning 
‘sovereign’ in the languages of the First Peoples) of these lands and waters 
since time immemorial (Preamble 4.2). 
The First Peoples had already encountered the Creator God before the 
arrival of the colonisers; the Spirit was already in the land revealing God to 
the people through law, custom and ceremony. The same love and grace 
that was finally and fully revealed in Jesus Christ sustained the First 
Peoples and gave them particular insights into God’s ways (Preamble 4.3).  
This is a more vigorous acknowledgement of failure than that contained in the 
Covenanting Statement of 1994. In particular, the Preamble asserts that God’s presence 
predates the arrival of the churches. The churches, therefore, did and do not ‘contain’ or 
‘deliver’ God to the new colony. Furthermore, the Preamble goes on to state that ‘many’ in 
the churches were blind to the pre-existing presence of God in the land.7 
It is only after this truth-telling and restating of First Peoples’ relationship to God, to land 
and to the churches, that new ways of living together are explored. The establishment of 
Congress and then the invitation to a ‘covenantal relationship’ (Preamble 4.10) rehearses 
the steps to this new type of union, a parallel to the union of the uniting churches. Both the 
union of the uniting churches and the union of First and Second Peoples have the same 
aim, namely, ‘a fuller expression of our reconciliation in Jesus Christ’ (Preamble 4.10) and 
 
6 In the presentation to the 2009 Assembly Rev Rronang Gurrawurra, speaking in Yolŋu Matha, 
spoke of the importance of First Peoples being recognised in the ‘law of the church’. Personal 
Diary, 2009. 
7 Paragraph 4.3 was the subject of much discussion both before, during and after the 2009 
Assembly. Some prominent theologians within the UCA had difficulty with the notion of general 
revelation contained in this paragraph and were eager to maintain the special revelation status of 
Jesus. There was also a fear that such ‘natural theology’ was akin to panentheism and failed to 
separate the Creator from the creation sufficiently. This highlights a lack of engagement with 
creation based Christian theology as opposed to the moral theology typified by Karl Barth and very 
influential within the Uniting Church. (I am indebted to Ji Zhang for help in articulating this insight).  
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a foretaste of the ‘coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end in view for the whole 
creation’ (Preamble 5).  
6.3.3 Why does the Uniting Church have a covenant with UAICC? 
The covenant between UCA and UAICC is portrayed as a result of the invitation of the 
Congress as well as a ‘discover[y] of God’s call’ (Preamble 4.10), building on the themes 
of the 1994 Covenant statement. For example, it took the establishment of Congress in 
1985 (Preamble 4.8), the invitation to covenant in 1988 (Preamble 4.9) and then the 
discovery of God’s call by the rest of the Uniting Church to enter into this particular 
relationship in 1994 (Preamble 4.10).  
It is evident that this covenant relationship is also understood as part of the calling of God 
for the Uniting Church. The preamble uses ‘reconciliation’ as a summary of the Gospel, 
and the Covenant itself as a working out of this reconciliation. For example, in 4.10 the 
Covenant was entered into ‘so all may see a destiny together, praying and working 
together for a fuller expression of our reconciliation in Jesus Christ’ and in Preamble 5 
there is the statement that, ‘[t]he church celebrates this Covenantal relationship as a 
foretaste of that coming reconciliation and renewal that is the end in view for the whole 
creation’. 
Essentially, in the Preamble, the UCA proclaims itself as a body that has been called into 
existence by God. The Preamble affirms, like the Covenant statement, that restoration of 
broken relationships requires truth-telling and repentance. It is only on this basis that right 
relationships can be forged and sustained. Although, given the history of Australia,  such a 
development may seem impossible, God’s work of reconciliation in Jesus Christ enables 
relationships to grow and develop. It is the markers of truth-telling, repentance and trust in 
God, then, that indicate the journey towards being a covenanting church.  
Reconciliation is both the why and the how of the Preamble. God offers reconciliation; the 
church is called to be a reconciling people. This is also a pivotal theme in the Basis of 
Union. In paragraph 3 it states: 
God in Christ has given to all people in the Church the Holy Spirit as a 
pledge and foretaste of that coming reconciliation and renewal which is the 
end in view for the whole creation. The Church’s call is to serve that end: to 
be a fellowship of reconciliation…  
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It is clear in the Preamble that it is God’s work, God’s reconciliation that made and makes 
the union of the three churches and then the community of First and Second Peoples 
possible. This is the ‘why’ of the Covenant; a response to God’s call within the context of 
Australia. The next three sections explore the same questions with regards to the UCA 
statements on being a multicultural church.  
6.4 1985 The Uniting Church is a multicultural church  
The 1985 Statement, The Uniting Church is a multicultural church was made in response 
to the increasing number of migrant churches becoming part of the Uniting Church, 
particularly through partner churches in the Pacific and Asia. Within the wider Australian 
context the statement can be seen as part of the growing awareness of multiculturalism as 
government policy after the official repeal of the ‘White Australia Policy’ under the Whitlam 
government of the early 1970s. The statement was also a response to the ‘experiences of 
exclusion and alienation felt by those members of the Uniting Church from backgrounds 
other than Anglo-Saxon.’8 As Seongja Yoo stated in her 1986 article on the multicultural 
forum in the UCA in NSW:  
Efforts from one side only do not provide a truly multicultural Church. If 
each side insists on its own way, we certainly cannot build ourselves into 
one body. But when the one who came first and the one who came later, 
both members of the same Church, try to meet somewhere in between their 
own traditions, the Uniting Church is able to make progress towards the 
same goal, to be a true sample of the Heavenly Church.9 
6.4.1 Describing the church  
The church is described in this statement as a unity of denominations and of cultures. This 
is associated with the church being both a product of mission and an agent of mission. 
Being a ‘product and agent of mission’ refers to the uniting churches’ roles in evangelising 
the Asia Pacific and the consequent imperative to welcome migrants from the UCA partner 
churches in these areas and beyond in order to be a sign of hope in the wider community. 
 
8 Robert Bos and Geoff Thompson, Theology for Pilgrims: Selected Theological Documents of the 
Uniting Church in Australia. (Sydney, NSW: Uniting Church Press, 2008), 619. 
9 Seongja Yoo, “Towards a Multicultural Church - the Multicultural Forum in the Uniting Church 
(NSW Synod)" In The Cultured Pearl: Australian Readings in Cross-cultural Theology and Mission. 
ed Jim Houston. (Melbourne: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1986). 
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There is also an emphasis on the church being open to change and the tension between 
tradition and innovation. 
The 1985 statement explicitly links God’s desire and gift of unity made concrete in the 
Uniting Church with the uniting of ‘Christians of many cultures and ethnic origins’ (MC 2). 
Again, like the Congress Charter and the 1994 Covenanting statement, the 1985 
statement references paragraph 2 of the Basis of Union about transcending ‘cultural and 
economic, national and racial boundaries’ (MC 2). The UCA is to be a witness to this unity 
of both denominations and cultures. This is to be a unity that is understood to be a ‘goal to 
be achieved’ rather than an automatic creation (MC 2). The very fact of the mission activity 
of the uniting churches, particularly in the Pacific and Asia, has provided the UCA with a 
diverse cultural membership. The response of the churches to go to the ‘ends of the earth’ 
has produced such fruit. In this, the UCA is both ‘product and agent of mission‘ (MC 5). 
At the same time the statement recognises that the church exists in the tension between 
‘the old age which has not yet passed and the new age which has not yet fully come’ (MC 
5). This acknowledges that the church has signs of the new kingdom as well as signs of 
the old; it is imperfect in its working out of being a multicultural church. There is also a 
desire to be ‘open to the changes that the Holy Spirit will bring to the Church’ (MC 6); there 
is, then, a recognition that fully welcoming the contributions of different cultural groups will 
require change for both the established church groups and for those who are newer 
migrants. This is ‘multicultural’ not just in terms of co-location but also in terms of learning 
from each other and encouraging change in the church that attends to this learning. 
The church also has a particular relationship with the world and with the Australian society. 
Paragraph 4 states, ‘[the church] rejoices that successive governments have substantially 
removed racial criteria from the policies covering the selection of migrants and the 
reception of refugees.’  The Assembly understands itself as a prophet/encourager of such 
policies. The ‘multicultural’ Uniting Church then seeks to be a witness to the Australian 
society of how to live and thrive as a multicultural community as well as be a ‘sign of 
hope… particularly to those who are pushed to its [Australian society] fringes on racial and 
economic grounds’ (MC 5).  
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6.4.2 What does a multicultural church look like?  
As noted above, the Uniting Church, through being a multicultural church, understands 
itself to be a witness to God’s work in the world. This is ‘a goal to be achieved’ together 
(MC 3). Paragraph 3 provides a list of criteria of what such a multicultural church would 
look like:  
It is also a goal to be achieved as we commit ourselves in one fellowship to 
achieve justice, affirm one another's cultures, and care for any who are the 
victims of racial discrimination, fear and economic exploitation (MC 3). 
Thus, working for justice, affirming culture, caring for victims of discrimination and 
exploitation are all markers of a multicultural church.  
While paragraph 3 speaks of the witness of the church in the wider society, paragraph 6 
focuses attention on the Uniting Church itself. Paragraph 6 notes that ‘it is essential … to 
provide for full participation of Aboriginal and ethnic*10 people’. This includes participation 
in decision-making councils of the church and the use of resources and property. It is 
noteworthy that this statement includes Aboriginal people in its understanding of a 
multicultural church. In later years, First Peoples are understood separately from migrant 
peoples (Second Peoples) in order to affirm First Peoples’ relationship to the land and the 
colonial history of Australia.  
The statement also makes it clear that there will be a mixed economy of congregations 
that make up this multicultural church. There will be a desire to maintain language and 
cultural traditions, particularly from first generation migrants, which will result in ethnically 
based congregations. These congregations are seen as important; however, the statement 
emphasises the need for development of ‘bilingual’ and ‘multicultural’ churches (MC 7 and 
8). Paragraph nine recognises the importance of contextual theological education for 
ministry in multicultural parishes. This includes sociological analysis as well as theological 
and ecclesiological interpretations of where multiple cultures, theological and ecclesial 
traditions meet. 
 
10 *Original footnote from report: Footnote. The commission has not found an entirely appropriate 
word to describe congregations composed of people of cultures other than Aboriginal or Anglo 
Celtic, and worshipping in languages other than these. The word ‘ethnic’ is used throughout to 
describe such.  
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6.4.3 Why does the UCA say it is a multicultural church? 
As ‘Jesus Christ has made peace between people of every race, culture and class’ (MC 3) 
the unity of cultures is a gift of God, a foretaste of reconciliation. Paragraph 3 draws 
heavily on paragraphs two and three of the Basis of Union. Christ’s work of reconciliation 
is the impetus and the gift that makes this kind of cultural unity possible. In practical terms, 
the Uniting Church is already comprised of members of different cultures and languages 
(MC 5), therefore We are a Multicultural Church is both a statement of what is and what 
can be. It aims to put theological language around the unity of cultures while at the same 
time pointing people to the fullness of God’s vision of reconciliation. Being a ‘multicultural’ 
church then means being open to change rather than being content with the existence of 
multiple cultures in the same body.  
By virtue of the uniting churches and UCA response to the gospel, the Uniting Church in 
Australia is the beneficiary of multiple cultures and backgrounds. Given that the church is 
called to be one, the UCA, in this statement, affirms that such a call to unity includes being 
a body that unites people of different cultures. By being such a body, the Uniting Church 
witness to God’s reconciliation in the world by providing an example of being a 
multicultural community and advocating for justice and inclusion for those from minority 
cultures.  
In sum, a multicultural church witnesses to the world what it means to live in harmony with 
multiple cultures. A multicultural church works for justice and equality both within the 
church and within the wider society. On a more pragmatic note, a multicultural church will 
have a mixed economy of congregations; there will be some monoethnic and some 
bilingual and multicultural congregations. Cultural traditions can, therefore, be maintained 
without fear of assimilation or domination. Reconciliation is again a major theological 
justification for being a multicultural church. It is God’s call on the church that requires 
such an examination and transformation of the life of the many cultures within the UCA. 
The 2006 statement, however, takes a different approach in promoting the multicultural 
church.  
6.5. 2006 A Church for all God’s People 
The 11th Assembly (2006) renewed its commitment to being a multicultural and cross-
cultural community stating, ‘as God’s diverse people, united in Christ, we embrace the 
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vision of being a Church for all God’s People’ (All God’s People Introduction). This 
statement has two main themes. The first is the Biblical underpinnings that warrant being a 
multicultural church. The second outlines criteria against which progress for being a 
multicultural church may be measured. Although the term ‘multicultural’ is still used in this 
statement, the community of the church is to be ‘cross-cultural’. This suggests a shift in the 
use of the term ‘multicultural’ to describe the presence of many cultures within the church 
and ‘cross-cultural’ to describe the desire for engagement between cultures. It can be 
inferred that such a shift indicates a frustration with the lack of cultural exchange and 
transformation that has happened since 1985 and a desire to reinvigorate discussion 
through the use of new nomenclature. 
6.5.1 Describing the church  
As is the case with other statements, the church is understood to be a sign of hope or a 
witness to the ‘reconciling power of the living Christ’ (All God’s People 3.iv). The church is 
also to be the ‘kingdom community’ offering hospitality to all, especially those who have 
been excluded (All God’s People 2). As a church for all God’s people is one that 
demonstrates hospitality, it is able to inspire and facilitate learning across all cultures and 
be transformed into the community that God desires (All God’s People 2, 3.iv). This 
community is now described as a ‘cross-cultural’ community, rather than a multicultural 
community (All God’s People ). Such descriptions of church are justified through an appeal 
to the Scriptural witness.  
For example, the make-up of the Pentecost church is used as a biblical warrant for having 
a multicultural church. Consequently, the church has to be multicultural in order to fulfil its 
call according to the story of Acts (Acts 2:8). Community, or ‘sharing life together’, is 
presented as a key part of Biblical witness. As a cross-cultural community that shares life 
together, then, the church is to allow all to maintain and develop their own cultures and 
learn from one another (All God’s People 3. ii). In addition, this multicultural church is also 
a family; a family where all are equally members of God’s family as well as participating in 
the heavenly banquet (All God’s People 2). Further developing the appeal to Pentecost, 
the church, as a spirit-led community, is also to be open to change and to be transformed 
into a new creation (All God’s People 3.iv). Indeed, a key assertion of this statement is 
how the church needs to change in order to be a cross-cultural community.  
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Similar to the covenant statements and the 1985 multicultural statement, A Church for all 
God’s People stresses that the church is one only because of Christ. In and of themselves, 
neither culture nor community has the power to unify (All God’s People 2). The 
reconciliation with God brought about through Christ and the power of the Spirit is the key 
theological framework for being a multicultural church. Christ brings together what is 
otherwise separate and enables a new creation. Underlining this conviction, the statement 
ends with a prayer asking for God’s blessing and help in being a multicultural and cross-
cultural community. 
PRAYER 
God our Creator, you brought this Uniting Church into being. 
You have called us to be your diverse and multi-coloured people. 
Show us how to value one another as those made in your image. 
  
Christ Jesus  
You reached out across the barriers that divided Jews, Samaritans and 
Romans. 
Enable us to cross the barriers that separate us from one another 
 
Holy Spirit,  
You are the Giver of Unity. 
Unite your people in love that we may be a community of justice, love and 
reconciliation - 
A Church for all God’s People 
Amen  
6.5.2 What does a multicultural church look like?  
In contrast to the earlier 1985 statement, the 2006 statement positions a multicultural 
church as being a witness to the nation in two ways. Firstly through recognising the place 
of Australia’s First Peoples. The introduction states: 
Since time immemorial God has been present in this land. We acknowledge 
the Creator of the universe and the unique place of Indigenous people in 
God’s creative plan for the land we call Australia. We look towards the time 
when the faith and spirituality of Indigenous people can truly shape who we 
are as a Church (All God’s People 1). 
Note here the change from Aboriginal and Islander people being included as part of the 
multicultural framework, to Indigenous people being identified as a separate group with a 
unique place in Australia (See also All God’s People 2).  
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Secondly, this church is also called to build an ‘inclusive Australian society’ and build 
bridges with people of different cultures and faiths (All God’s People 2). A multicultural 
church works for justice that points to the reconciling power of the living Christ. (All God’s 
People 3.iv). These first two markers of a multicultural church are about the church’s role 
in the wider society to advocate for justice and reconciliation.  
Part of this working for justice and reconciliation is the acknowledgement of the pain of 
learning and journeying with one another (All God’s People 2). As such, a multicultural 
church will acknowledge the pain of journeying with one another but will focus on affirming 
culture and its relationship to the imago Dei. Associated with this affirmation of cultural 
diversity, uniformity of culture is depicted as contrary to the image of God. For example:   
People of different cultural groups worship in different languages and 
operate in some distinctive ways while at the same time striving to work 
together and enrich one another. They belong together in the body in 
Christ, are united by a common faith in the triune God and they value the 
diverse gifts God has given (All God’s People 3.i). 
A multicultural church will not stop at affirming culture though; a multicultural church will 
facilitate full participation in the life of the church. This affirming of culture matched with full 
participation or inclusiveness allows for ‘space’ to maintain culture and ‘meet the needs of 
‘diverse membership’, while at the same time encouraging participation in the wider church 
(All God’s People 4.iii). Practical examples include intentional ministry training for cross-
cultural settings and a sharing of resources. In these examples the statement implies a 
redistribution of resources from the more established congregations (usually Anglo) to the 
more culturally diverse congregations (All God’s People 4.iv). Note again how the term 
‘multicultural’ still includes learning from each other and being open to transformation. In 
order to emphasise such a point this statement uses the term ‘cross-cultural’ to 
complement and expand the connotations of multicultural.  
This idea of ‘providing space’ to maintain language and culture is also key. Here the 
statement is balancing the affirmation of cultural difference and the maintaining of cultural 
identity, on the one hand, with the unity of the body of Christ, on the other. Providing 
space, though, is limited to maintaining cultural identity and does not explicitly mention 
theological diversity, either within cultural groups or across the whole church (All God’s 
People 3.ii, 4.iii). 
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A multicultural church is also a church that is open to change and, therefore, tries new 
things. This is characterized in the statement as openness to the ‘transformation which the 
Spirit brings’ (All God’s People 3.ii) For example, 
Such a Church is part of God’s transforming work in the world and in the 
lives of people. Christ invites us to live in ways that herald in a new 
creation. As the wider Australian community changes and new challenges 
emerge in the world, a Church of all God’s People seeks flexible and life-
giving models of church life that foster new models of ministry (All God’s 
People 3.iv). 
A multicultural church is ready and waiting to be transformed, intentionally seeking the 
movement of the Spirit, working for justice, affirming culture and encouraging full 
participation of all members in the work of the Church. In addition, the diversity of the 
church is understood as further highlighting the extraordinary unity brought about through 
Christ. ‘Through Christ we are members of the one household of God (Eph 2: 19) and we 
discover a family resemblance not based on colour, language, ethnicity or race’ (All God’s 
People 3.i) The statement emphasises that though different cultural groups may ‘operate 
in distinctive ways’, all groups ‘belong together in the body of Christ’. 
6.5.3 Why does the UCA say it is a multicultural church? 
The section titled ‘Biblical Underpinnings’ outlines biblical themes that underline the call of 
God to be a ‘church for all God’s people’; that is, a multicultural church. First, is the call to 
welcome the stranger outlined in various stories from the Pentateuch. The statement also 
claims that strangers ‘enhance rather than diminish the life of communities’, although the 
New Testament references are about offering hospitality to strangers rather than a mutual 
enriching of communities (Luke 24: 13-35, Acts 10: 34, Rom 12: 13, Heb 13: 2). It needs to 
be noted that there is no reflection on the purity themes of Scriptures that require strangers 
or foreigners to be kept away from the household of God, as illustrated in Nehemiah and 
Ezra. 
Second, there is the call to new understandings and new places. Abraham and Sarah 
leaving their homes to go to a new land and the other ‘pilgrimage’ stories of the Hebrew 
Scriptures are used to emphasise that ‘God’s people are called to move into new 
situations’. This appears to be about identity and formation for immigrants rather than a 
call to the whole church, however, an analogy could be drawn between migrant stories to a 
call for the church itself to move to a new way of being.  
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Third, Jesus is identified as the ultimate boundary crosser. His conversations with people 
of different cultures or lowly positions ‘show that love rather than fear needs to determine 
relationships’ (All God’s People 2) The kingdom community preached by Jesus is also 
used as a model for the church. The parable of the great banquet, where God invites 
‘those who had been excluded’, is particularly used. In addition, the heavenly banquet in 
Revelation featuring ‘every nation, tribe, people and language’ is connected with ‘the 
Promised End is indeed multicultural’. Thus, the church is called to be a ‘foretaste of life in 
the heavenly kingdom’ and a ‘house of prayer for all peoples’ (quote from Isaiah 56:6-8). 
Briefly then, in the 2006 statement, diversity and unity are understood as gifts of God for 
the good of the church. The church, through being a spirit-led community of hospitality and 
learning is able to embody how people of different cultures can live together without being 
assimilated into a dominant culture. The church from its beginning is understood to be 
multicultural, with the story of Pentecost languages being a herald of the promised end of 
unity of cultures without uniformity of culture. The creation story of Genesis 1, where 
human beings ‘are made in the image of God’, provides impetus for the church to ensure 
that all types of human beings are a celebrated part of its life.  
Importantly, First Peoples are understood to have an a priori and unique claim on the 
church’s response to God’s call in Australia. In this way a multicultural church not only 
witnesses to the possibilities of diverse cultures in the one body, it also acknowledges 
particular historical contexts and the qualitatively different roles and gifts of First Peoples 
as opposed to migrants. To be able to celebrate the gifts, a multicultural church will 
provide ‘space’ and be open to the transformation that such opportunities bring.  
Finally, the multicultural church is portrayed as a faithful response to God. The stories of 
the Scriptures are used to highlight a different narrative of cultural hospitality, of migration 
and diaspora and of inclusion. Jesus is the exemplar for border crossing and inclusion of 
the previously excluded. Jesus is who the church is to emulate in being a multicultural 
church.  
6.6 2012 One Body, Many Members 
The 2012 statement One Body, Many Members is a departure from previous statements. 
While it still uses the lens of the reconciling work of Christ, there is more emphasis on the 
action required to be such a church. As the rationale states:  
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This proposal is offered as a means by which those commitments included 
in the 1985 Declaration can be given a formative place within our everyday 
life and witness in order to assist us to move forward deliberately in every 
aspect of our diverse and often chaotic life together, under the wise 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, and in the spirit of the Basis of Union (One 
Body, Rationale). 
Reflecting on the use of the term ‘cross-cultural’ the 2012 document also clarifies the 
difference between this term and ‘multicultural’. The subtitle of the document is ‘A 
multicultural church, living its life and faith cross-culturally’. The footnotes define 
multicultural as the ‘reality’ of living in a culturally and linguistically diverse context. Cross-
cultural is the church’s response to living in such a reality. As the footnote states: 
‘Cross-cultural’ describes our calling by God in Christ as to how to live our 
lives in respectful relationships with one another across and between 
cultural boundaries and divides and always under the cross of Christ, 
guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
The statement then makes ‘living life and faith cross-culturally’ the response of the church 
to a multicultural reality. To be a multicultural church, therefore, requires the church to 
intentionally listen and learn from each other and be open to new ways of being.  
6.6.1 Describing the church  
The primary understanding of the church for this statement is expressed in the title of the 
document, One Body, Many Members. The church is the body of Christ and its ‘shape and 
purpose’ are derived from Christian conviction (One Body Intro). The nature of this shape 
and purpose, however, is also dependent on the ‘settings’ or contexts of the church. The 
church, in each context, is understood to have a responsibility to be a ‘true multicultural 
church living its faith and life cross-culturally’ (One Body Commitment). These contexts 
include ‘education and formation for discipleship’ that forms and equips in a variety of 
culturally sensitive ways ‘disciples within the church and to 21st century multicultural, 
multiracial and multifaith Australia’ (One Body 11). It also includes ‘developing, supporting 
and implementing culturally and linguistically appropriate strategies for evangelism and the 
establishment, development and inclusion of new faith communities and congregations’ 
(One Body 12). Significantly, this call for the church to be responsive to context includes 
the rejection of ‘simply transplant[ing] ways from the ‘home’ environment‘. Thus, both the 
sending and receiving churches are to be open to new circumstances and the consequent 
transformation the Spirit brings.  
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6.6.2 What does a multicultural church look like?  
Similar to 2006 and 1985 statements, the 2012 statement affirms cultural and linguistic 
diversity as God’s gifts. This diversity is presented as a reality to be celebrated and 
rejoiced in, rather than a challenge to be overcome (One Body 2). A significant addition to 
this affirmation of cultural diversity is the recognition of theological diversity: 
[A multicultural church, living its faith and life cross-culturally:]                      
4. EMBRACES THEOLOGICAL RICHNESS AND DIFFERENCE: affirming 
Christian unity while celebrating the theological, biblical and liturgical 
richness and difference that arises from its racial, cultural and linguistic 
diversity (One Body 4). 
Note, though, that theological ‘richness and difference’ is celebrated if it arises from 
cultural difference. This is an attempt to widen the theological hermeneutic from Western 
Anglo to include interpretations from various cultural traditions. Nothing is said about the 
theological differences that remain within each cultural tradition.  
Given this affirmation of cultural and theological diversity as gifts from God, it follows that a 
church that lives out these convictions will seek to embody ‘these diversities’ (One Body 
2). This includes ensuring full participation in the UCA and equitable access to UCA 
resources across cultural groups. The statement particularly names engaging in prophetic 
advocacy, creating racially just structures and placements processes, equitable sharing of 
resources, multilingual and cross-cultural ministry formation, training and resourcing (One 
Body  6-14). Being a multicultural church will then be a ‘sign and promise of hope within 
multicultural, multiracial and multifaith Australia in the 21st century’ (One Body 2). 
While the statement is still aspirational, it more clearly acknowledges the barriers to the 
church fully embodying God’s call to be multicultural than previous statements. A 
multicultural church is to be ‘speak truthfully’ about its own sin of racism. Consonant with 
such an affirmation, the 2012 statement expresses clear frustration that previous calls to 
be a multicultural church have had little impact. For example, the introduction to the 
statement states: 
In 1985 the 4th Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia declared the 
UCA to be a multicultural Church. That Declaration contained a number of 
expectations about what such a declaration means in the day to day life, 
structures and process of the Uniting Church – see paragraphs 5 to 9. 
These have not yet been taken up in a comprehensive way across the 
local, regional and national life of the UCA. (One Body Intro) 
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Associated with this acknowledgment is a greater emphasis on ‘monitor[ing] action and 
progress in its cross-cultural life’ (One Body 16). The resolutions that accompany this 
statement demonstrate this emphasis by committing Assembly ministries and all leaders 
and councils of the UCA to use the characteristics outlined in the statement to monitor 
their own progress (One Body Resolution 2).  
6.6.3 Why does the UCA say it is a multicultural church? 
Primarily, being a multicultural church is presented as a response to God’s call. God has 
given the gift of cultural diversity and it is to be celebrated. Therefore, the church is called 
to reflect this gift of cultural diversity in its own life. Indeed the ‘fulfillment of the reign of 
God’ is ‘multicultural’ (One Body 5). This securely places the call to be a multicultural 
church as an essential part of the mission of God in the world.  
The 2012 statement chooses a new path in describing church, expressing why the UCA is 
to heed the call to be a multicultural church and what such a church could look like. The 
statement starts with a recognition of the failures of the UCA to live up to previous 
declarations. It reaffirms that the UCA views the cultural and theological diversity of the 
church as a gift from God. Consequently, such a church will enable full participation of all 
people in its life. Practical examples of full participation are provided and are later referred 
to in the resolutions that accompany the statement. With full participation, the UCA is 
required to be open to the transformation of the Spirit, as well as speak truthfully about its 
own failures to confront racism. 
6.7 Summary 
While these statements are addressing particular concerns at particular moments in time, 
there are six principal threads in their ecclesiology. First, the Church is called by God; the 
church itself only exists and acts because God has called it into being. Second, this call is 
to be a reconciling body, mirroring the work of Christ in reconciling the world to God and to 
each other. Thus, just as denominations can be uniting, so can those of different 
cultural/ethnic backgrounds. 
Third, as the church is called to be a reconciling body, the body of Christ has a 
responsibility to recognise the particular God-given gifts each culture brings to the whole. 
This requires an affirmation of non-Anglo cultures where previously there may have been 
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disdain or outright hostility. Such an assertion is particularly evident in the 2009 Preamble 
and the 1994 Covenanting statement. The multicultural statements tend to encourage an 
affirmation of culture rather than name the denigration of cultural traditions.  
As a consequence of this responsibility to use the gifts of all people, the church is called to 
be intentional about ensuring full participation of all people in its life. In the multicultural 
statements this is made manifest in requesting intentional cross-cultural training, use of a 
variety of languages, and appropriate support and resource sharing for various culturally 
diverse congregations and ministries. For covenanting, however, this full participation is 
realised in the creation of the Congress to have oversight over ministry with First Peoples, 
and the adequate resourcing of such ministry in equal partnership with the Uniting Church. 
This implies that First Peoples will lead the UCA in learning about and advocating with 
First Peoples.  
A call to recognise the gifts of every culture leads to the fifth ecclesiological thread; the 
church is called to witness to the world. The development of internal cross-cultural 
relationships within the church are done in concert with the church’s advocating for justice 
in the wider community. This is both for justice for First Peoples, particularly self-
determination and land rights, and for Second Peoples in enabling full participation and 
transformation of Australian society. 
Sixth, the church fails. For the multicultural church, this is primarily about the failure of the 
church to follow through on the commitments made in the 1985 church statement. This 
failure is explicitly stated in the 2012 statement; a failure to live cross-culturally. In the 
covenanting statements, the church’s failure to live out the gospel is about the failures of 
the mission movement and the complicity of the churches in the dispossession of land and 
the destruction of First Peoples’ cultures. It is also a call for the church to fulfil the 
commitments it makes in its law. Indeed, it is arguable whether the 2009 Preamble would 
have been necessary if the 1994 Covenanting statement had become a reality in the life of 
all the councils of the Uniting Church. A similar narrative can be made for the development 
of the 2006 and 2012 multicultural church statements. The next chapter will bring these 
statements into conversation with the interviews with young adults in the UCA about what 
it means to be a multicultural and covenanting church.  
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7.  In critical conversation 
Bringing the interviews and the official statements into critical conversation enables an 
analysis of their similarities and dissonances on being a multicultural and covenanting 
church. The analysis is presented in three sections. The first section offers theological 
reflection on the affirmations between the two sets of data. The second section outlines 
the ways the interviews and official statements enhance the insights of each other. The 
third section delves into how the different sources challenge and extend each other. 
Significant silences or absences evident from the literature are discussed in each section.  
7.1 Affirm 
The three areas of affirmation between the young adult interviews and that of the official 
statements are these: 1) Reconciliation through diversity and the corollary affirmation of 
cultural difference, 2) a desire to match words with actions, and 3) an eschatological hope 
in a new creation. A fourth, overarching theme, is that these three themes are only 
possible through the work of God, in Christ and through the Holy Spirit. The three areas of 
affirmation also resonate with the theological themes of the Basis of Union. Each section, 
therefore, begins with a relevant quote from the Basis and integrates this document 
throughout the discussion. 
7.1.1 Reconciliation: Uniting with diversity 
God in Christ has given to all people in the Church the Holy Spirit as a 
pledge and foretaste of that coming reconciliation and renewal which is the 
end in view for the whole creation. The Church’s call is to serve that end: to 
be a fellowship of reconciliation… (BoU Paragraph 3.3). 
The major themes of the founding document of the Uniting Church, the Basis of Union, is 
God’s desire for the reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation. Reconciliation is 
presented as the purpose of Christ’s life, death and resurrection and his continuing 
Lordship over the church. It is also the purpose of the Holy Spirit, to bring together God’s 
people that they may be one. The predominance of this reconciliation theme was the result 
of the influence of the 1952 World Council of Churches Faith and Order Conference. This 
conference especially called for the churches to go beyond ‘comparative theology’ in their 
ecumenical conversations. Moreover, during this period Leslie Newbigin, and others, 
declared that there was a multiplicity of churches because of these churches’ rejection of 
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God’s call to be one.1  Therefore, not only were the churches encouraged to move beyond 
usual ways of interchurch dialogue, they were also challenged to reflect on the ‘sinfulness’ 
of their separateness. 
Reconciliation, then, is a term that is imbued with meaning in the Uniting Church. Indeed, 
for the Uniting Church, the term ‘reconciliation’ acts as shorthand for the Missio Dei. The 
term implies a bringing together in peace of disparate people for the sake of the gospel. 
The founding action of uniting the three churches is depicted in the BoU and the Preamble 
to the UCA Constitution as a faithful response to this call of God. As such, reconciliation is 
both a residence in the same locality, and a binding in love through the Holy Spirit, of 
different peoples. In other words, people of different backgrounds and denominations now 
not only live in the same place, but they are so bound together that separation is marked 
as a failure to follow God.  
It is evident from both the statements and the interviews that being a covenanting and 
multicultural church is viewed as part of this Missio Dei of reconciliation. Given the 
ecumenical impetus for the formation of the Uniting Church, it would be expected that 
official statements draw on the pivotal theological themes of the Basis of Union and bring 
them into conversation with the contemporary context. It is also heartening for young 
adults in the UCA to have so articulated this theological theme. However, both the official 
statements and the young adults use the term ‘uniting’, and the related concept of 
‘reconciliation’ in a different manner than in the Basis of Union and its antecedent faith and 
order papers: The Faith of the Church (1959) and The Church: Its Nature, Function and 
Ordering (1963).2   Before proceeding, it is necessary to briefly outline this understanding. 
In the lead up to union much was made in the Joint Commission on Church Union (JCCU) 
documents of leaving behind the call to be better denominations and instead to work for 
unity. Indeed, attachment to denominational identity had been experienced as 
exacerbating division in the churches. Therefore, denominational identities were to be 
 
1 Michelle Cook, "The Atonement and the Work of Christ: a conversation between contemporary 
atonement theologies and the Basis of Union" Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Brisbane College of 
Theology, October, 2009, 27. This summary was developed from Andrew Dutney, Manifesto for 
Renewal: The Shaping of a New Church (Melbourne, Vic.: Uniting Church in Australia, 1986), 14-
15.  
2 Both these papers can be found in Robert Bos and Geoff Thompson, Theology for Pilgrims: 
Selected Theological Documents of the Uniting Church in Australia. (Sydney, NSW: Uniting Church 
Press, 2008) 
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foregone with gratitude and ‘sole loyalty’ pledged to Christ (BoU Para 1). As the JCCU 
stated in The Faith of The Church (1959): 
Men [sic] with the mark of the cross on their foreheads have no longer been 
allowed to look at the world as Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, 
Reformed, Anglican, independent, or Methodist. Those who really live in the 
twentieth century have experienced too much — some in their physical 
bodies and others in the depths of the human spirit — to be content with 
denominational panaceas. He who would recall us simply to be better 
Congregationalists, Methodists, or Presbyterians would call us out of the 
twentieth century; and as for us, we will not go. The way forward must be 
with the living Christ, the Lord of this perplexing world.3  
In a similar vein, paragraph 2 of the BoU states that ‘Christians in Australia are called to 
bear witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which transcends cultural and economic, 
national and racial boundaries’ (my emphasis). The emphasis on ‘transcending’ social 
identity and releasing denominational identity was viewed as essential to prevent division 
and enable reconciliation. For example, the UCA was to value the past denominational 
identities but not use these identities as an obstacle to unity. The denominations are 
consequently portrayed as provisional positions on the way to the unity of the whole 
church. Likewise, other boundaries could also be viewed as provisional. An implied 
consequence of such a focus could equate reconciliation and uniting to a flattening out of 
difference, or homogenisation of difference into one clearly delineated whole, in order to 
prevent division.4 
The way both the multicultural statements and the young adults speak of ‘uniting’ or 
‘oneness’ is not in this manner of transcending identities, through flattening out of 
difference in order to pledge sole loyalty to Christ. ‘Uniting’ instead describes the Christ-
called oneness that is to exist in the church with a simultaneous maintenance of cultural 
identities. Cultural identity, then, is viewed as a critical part of people’s participation in the 
life of God and the church. It could even be inferred that cultural identity and difference 
cannot be transcended in the sense of being forgotten or ‘gone beyond’. Even though 
Rose, for example, states that ‘culture doesn’t really figure’ and ‘what truly matters is 
Christ’ (Rose u), she does not imagine that cultural identity and difference should be 
dismissed. Alternatively, she suggests cultural difference is something to be navigated 
 
3 Ibid., 35. 
4 This insight was developed from a phone conversation with Geoff Thompson on 23 July 2019.  
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through faithful Christian reflection. Oneness or ‘uniting’ does not then mean the bringing 
together through promoting homogeneity, or by ignoring difference, but by the bonding of 
people of different cultural identities into a community through Christ.  
The 2006 multicultural document expresses the same idea in the following way: 
The unity the Spirit gives does not create uniformity but calls people of all 
races, languages and cultures to share together in one family. People of 
different cultural groups worship in different languages and operate in some 
distinctive ways while at the same time striving to work together and enrich 
one another. They belong together in the body in Christ, are united by a 
common faith in the triune God and they value the diverse gifts God has 
given (3.i). 
This quote also illustrates the notion that the very existence of cultural diversity, rather 
than indicating division, witnesses to God’s call to be one. The body of Christ analogy is, 
therefore, understood as a movement ‘not from the particularity of the body to the 
universality of the spirit, but from separated bodies to the community of interrelated bodies 
— the one body in the Spirit with many discrete members’.5  It is only when the church 
comes together as one body, despite differences, that the power of God is demonstrated.  
It is only through God’s actions that a community of loved and beloved is possible. This is 
portrayed in both the statements and the interviews as a witness to the world of the 
potentialities of God’s love and points to ‘a domination- and fragmentation-free human 
community through the Church’s own practice of a “reconciled diversity” in Christ within its 
life’.6 
Thus, while according to the JCCU and the Basis of Union, denominational identity is 
provisional and cultural identity is to be ‘transcended’, subsequent official documents and 
the young adult interviews have a different nuanced understanding of cultural identity. 
There is, accordingly, no anticipation that cultural identities and differences will disappear 
or be subsumed into one homogenous whole where ‘alternative[s]… are coercively 
 
5 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 48. See also Kathryn L Reinhard, “Conscience, 
Interdependence and Embodied Difference: What Paul’s Ecclesial Principles can offer the 
Contemporary Church“ Anglican Theological Review 94, no. 3 (2012): 403-426, particularly the 
section ‘Interdependence and Embodied Difference’.  
6 Christopher Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics", 
Anglican Theological Review 82, no. 4 (2000): 685. Emphasis in original. 
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outlawed by pressure from those with power.7  At the same time, there is an expectation 
that cultural difference will be viewed as a gift in unity, rather than as an obstacle to unity. 
In other words, rather than obscuring God through division, cultural diversity provides 
insight into God, in whose image all people, and by association, all cultures, are made.  
The foundation of the claiming of God’s image reflected in a culturally diverse community 
is the young adults’ and the official statements’ whole-hearted affirmation of cultural 
differences. This is apparent in the images used by the young adults to describe the 
church. Donna’s image of the woven spiral, where all threads keep their own integrity and 
make a beautiful basket together, is one such image. Similarly, the image of the picnic 
used by Kate, of different flavours combining to give richness used by Linda and the ‘well-
rounded feast’ of Freda also witness to this affirmation. Moreover, negative terms such as 
‘blandness’ and ‘cookie-cutter Christians’ are used to describe a culturally homogenous 
church. The images of cultural identities drawn together as one are not perceived as a 
utopian vision of a harmonious world or ‘just a kind of fun choice’ (Linda). The young 
adults see these images as reflecting God’s creation of humankind and acknowledging the 
image of God in each other. By seeing the image of God in each other, each person is 
able to see God more clearly and therefore receive a glimpse of ‘the kingdom’. The story 
of Pentecost in Acts, the image of the Body of Christ in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 
and even the image of salt in the Beatitudes (Matthew 5) are used to justify these themes.  
Such understandings are also represented in the multicultural and covenanting 
statements. The 2006 multicultural statement invokes Pentecost and the heavenly banquet 
referred to in Revelation to call the church to allow all to maintain and develop their own 
culture as well as learn from each other. More starkly, uniformity is presented as contrary 
to the Spirit of God. The 2012 statement takes this further by inviting the church to widen 
its theological hermeneutic to include those from a non-Western background in order to 
hear from God more fully.  
Similarly, in the covenanting statements, the cultures of First Peoples are presented as 
legitimate world-views through which First Peoples invite the whole church to see God 
anew. The covenanting statements, however, are more pointed about the suppression of 
culture and the particular attempted elimination of First Peoples’ cultures by the church. 
 
7 Anthony G Reddie, Is God Colour-Blind? Insights from Black Theology for Christian Ministry 
(London, Great Britain: SPCK, 2009), 6. 
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For this reason, the emphasis on cherishing, celebrating and maintaining cultural 
difference in unity takes on a prophetic nature in these statements, calling the church to 
repentance and renewal. These insights echo the literature on being a church with and for 
First Peoples and a multicultural church. The shift in hermeneutics to the subject and the 
consequent emphasis on contextual theology, outlined in chapter two, resonate with the 
interviews and the official statements focus on the gift of differing cultures to the life of 
faith.  
Both the young adults and the official statements depict the relationship between the 
UAICC and the UCA (the Covenant), however, as of a different order than that of being a 
multicultural church. Reconciliation is still the overarching theme but it is partnered with a 
recognition of the power dynamics of colonial invasion and the subsequent treatment of 
First Peoples in Australia. Thus, the separateness of the UAICC from the UCA is not seen 
as a failure of reconciliation, but as a locally developed response to the actions of the past 
that allows God’s reconciliation to be re-visioned. The Preamble reiterates this 
separateness and togetherness using the terms ‘First Peoples’ and ‘Second Peoples’ to 
summarise the significance of the Indigenous Peoples of Australia and the relationship 
between these peoples and subsequent migrants so that ‘all may see a destiny together’ 
(4.10).  
For both the statements and the interviews, then, difference is not part of the fall or the 
result of punishment at the tower of Babel. Instead, division and the lack of ability to work 
together with difference, rather than difference itself, are evidence of rejecting God’s plan 
for creation. Both the young adults and the official statements affirm that ‘[d]iversity in the 
church, according to Scripture, is not merely good; it is essential.8 Indeed, both unity and 
diversity are portrayed by the young adults and the official statements as signs of the 
blessings of God.9 
These insights orient the church’s theology to creation rather than to the life of the church. 
Duraisingh notes that a focus on God’s redemptive acts in the whole creation in Asian 
 
8 Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Steve S Kang and Gary A Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: 
Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual Formation (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2004), 
76. 
9 Kosuke Koyama, "'Extend Hospitality to Strangers' - a Missiology of Theologia Crucis", 
International Review of Mission 72, no. 327 (1993): 283-295. See also, Jung Young Lee, 
Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995).  
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theology, and I would add in First Peoples’ theologies, encourages this approach.10 When 
the start and end point of God’s work is viewed as creation, rather than the church, 
diversity and reconciliation are viewed as essential.11 In other words, as the creation is a 
system of interdependent, yet different parts, the church, as part of God’s creation, is 
called to reflect this multiplicity of relationship. Hence, in a church called to be multicultural 
and for and with First Peoples, cultural difference is something to be cherished, celebrated 
and, by implication, maintained, in a community free from cultural hierarchy and 
domination; in other words, a reconciled community.12   
It is important to note here that the theme of reconciliation leading to a community free 
from hierarchy and domination points to the absence of the theological metaphor of 
hospitality in both the interviews and official statements. In chapter two, the theological 
theme of reconciliation was presented as a new framework for multicultural church, 
replacing previous emphases on hospitality. It is interesting that ‘hospitality’ and the 
related concepts of ‘host’ and ‘guest’ are not prevalent in either the official statements or in 
the young adult interviews. The predominance of the reconciliation and uniting themes 
does not, perhaps, leave room for explorations of hospitality and household dynamics. For 
example, the 2006 multicultural statement does speak of hospitality being a hallmark of the 
kingdom community and stresses God’s hospitality in including the excluded and calls the 
church to do likewise. However, the dynamics of host and guest are not examined. Indeed, 
hospitality is portrayed as belonging to God, rather than to the church but little is said 
about how that is embodied in the life of the church. In the interviews, hospitality is 
mentioned only a handful of times and mostly in relation to the importance of food and 
hosting for different cultural communities. The use of the term ‘reconciliation’ ensures that 
God, rather than those from dominant cultures, is the actor in bringing about oneness. This 
also avoids the difficulty of the stranger/guest and host dynamic iterated in chapter two. 
However, recognition of power dynamics between cultural groups is not as prominent in a 
reconciliation narrative of unity with diversity.13  
 
10 Christopher Duraisingh, "From Church-Shaped Mission to Mission-Shaped Church", Anglican 
Theological Review 92, no. 1 (2010): 7-28. 
11 See also John Kenneth Gibson, "A Pneumatological Theology of Diversity", Anglican Theological 
Review 94, no. 3 (2012): 429-449 for an exploration of the multiplicity of creation and the diversity 
of the Holy Spirit. 
12 Conde-Frazier, Kang and Parrett, A Many Colored Kingdom: Multicultural Dynamics for Spiritual 
Formation), 108. 
13 Questions of power are addressed in section 7.3.2. 
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7.1.2 Words and actions together 
…a body within which the diverse gifts of its members are used for the 
building up of the whole, an instrument through which Christ may work and 
bear witness to himself (BoU para 3.3). 
[The Uniting Church] prays that it may be ready when occasion demands to 
confess the Lord in fresh words and deeds (BoU para 11). 
The Basis of Union portrays the church as a fallible witness to Christ in its words and 
deeds. Words and deeds are to be aligned with the work of Christ in the reconciliation and 
renewal of the whole creation. Both the official statements and the young adults have the 
commonplace desire for words and actions to reflect each other. While the young adults 
express pride in the UCA statements, they are also frustrated with a lack of follow-through.  
‘Split personality’ (Ellen), ‘concrete action [needed]’ (Andrew), the ‘recognition that the 
statements do something, but more is needed’ (Connie), are all examples of such 
recognition. In addition, for the young adults, if the church is a witness to the reconciliation 
and renewal of the whole creation, this witness is diminished when the statements are not 
embedded in everyday life, an idea echoed in Healy’s conception of the ‘misperformance’ 
of the church.14 
The official statements, likewise, portray the church as witnessing to God’s reconciliation. 
They also implicitly and explicitly express frustration with the lack of progress in 
implementing the changes necessary for reconciliation to take place; the very existence of 
multiple statements implies a perceived lack of progress in embodying their visions. For 
example, the 1994 Covenant and 2009 Preamble can be viewed as the response of the 
UAICC to the inadequate implementation of the Congress Charter. The Covenant 
statement is the direct result of the frustration that Congress felt with the lack of autonomy 
and resources delivered after the 1985 recognition of the role of the UAICC. Particularly 
fraught is the notion of resource sharing and the giving back of land by the UCA to the 
UAICC. The Preamble to the UCA Constitution is an attempt to enshrine the Covenant in 
the church’s law in the hope that this will increase accountability. The 2012 multicultural 
statement explicitly states the disappointment that the 1985 document ‘contained a 
number of expectations about what such a declaration means in the day to day life, 
 
14 Nicholas M Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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structures and process of the Uniting Church… These have not yet been taken up in a 
comprehensive way across the local, regional and national life of the UCA...’  (Paragraph 
1).  
At the same time, in the statements and the interviews, there is an acknowledgement that 
this imperfection is part of the nature of the church. The church will always fail. 
Concomitantly, the church is always moving towards God’s final purpose. As the Basis of 
Union states, the church ‘has the gift of the Spirit in order that it may not lose the way’ and 
through this gift ‘God will constantly correct that which is erroneous in [the Uniting 
Church’s] life.’  (BoU para 3.3 and 18). This is a classic reformed statement, recognising 
the fallibility of the church even as it strives to rely on the Spirit to fulfil its calling to be a 
part of and a participant in God’s work in the world. The next section details this 
eschatological hope.  
7.1.3 Eschatological hope in a new creation  
The Church lives between the time of Christ’s death and resurrection and the 
final consummation of all things which Christ will bring; the Church is a pilgrim 
people, always on the way towards a promised goal; here the Church does not 
have a continuing city but seeks one to come (BoU Para 3.3). 
One of the hallmarks of the Basis of Union is its emphasis on the eschatological nature of 
the church. In other words, the church is on a journey towards God, not in a linear path to 
perfection, but as a community that is accompanied by God in all its imperfections. Indeed, 
as a body open to the Spirit, the church is to expect ‘eschatological correction’.15 The 
present tense of the name ‘Uniting’ points to this eschatological hope of transformation; 
here we are to see a present glimpse of the reign of God that is yet to be fulfilled. 	
The young adults view the statements as a declaration of, and an invitation to follow, 
God’s call on the Uniting Church to be a multicultural and covenanting church. This 
illustrates ‘a now and not yet’ understanding of the nature of the church. As such, the 
young adults know that the church is imperfect, just as they are imperfect. This is a ‘new 
idea of oneness’ articulated by Ben that affirms difference, recognises imperfection and 
 
15 Dutney, Manifesto for Renewal, 17; For more discussion on openness to eschatological 
correction see Joint Commission on Church Union, "The Faith of the Church," in Theology for 
Pilgrims, 87-98.  
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brokenness and yet seeks to live up to such aspirations, relying on God to direct, redirect 
and strengthen the church.  
The official statements also point to this hope. They too are calling the church to a new 
way of being, one where people from many different backgrounds are affirmed and 
brought into one body without having to conform to the cultural norms of others. Both the 
destination and the journey are therefore important. For example, the 1985 multicultural 
statement recognises that the church exists in the tension between ‘the old age which has 
not yet passed and the new age which has not yet fully come’ (MC 5). The 2006 
statement, A Church for all God’s People also stresses this movement towards oneness 
that is made possible through the work of the Spirit.  
The acknowledgement of the aspirational nature of the statements by the young adults is 
also coupled with the understanding that being a multicultural and covenanting church is 
only possible through the work of Christ and the Spirit. The Holy Spirit inspires 
perseverance in the face of obstacles to make these visions of being multicultural church 
and covenanting church a reality (Iesha). Indeed, the Spirit enables the church to be open 
to this ‘new idea of oneness’ (Ben) or ‘new narrative’ (Georgia).  
The official statements also recognise the importance of the work of the Spirit in the 
movement towards the final consummation of all things. In the statements, the church itself 
is a gift of the Spirit and a part of the work of Christ. Thus, the eschatological hope in a 
new creation is first and foremost a hope in the work of God, not only in the work of the 
church. For example, the Holy Spirit makes entering into a Covenant possible, and makes 
working through difference towards reconciliation possible. Congress is clear that the 
Covenant only occurs through God’s grace and God’s strength, for the hurt is too wide and 
deep to be overcome by human striving. The Covenant statement explicitly points to 
Christ’s life, death and resurrection as making a relationship between First Peoples and 
those who have been responsible for the diminishing of their culture and dispossession 
from land even thinkable (Covenant 2). The 2009 Preamble similarly invokes the work of 
Christ and the Spirit in making it conceivable to come together (Preamble 3). Within the 
covenant statements themselves, the Congress has demonstrated a great hope in the 
possibility of transformation after repentance by the church and the dominant culture of the 
treatment of First Peoples. The 2006 multicultural statement underlines that unity between 
cultures is only achievable through the work of Christ and finishes the whole statement 
with a prayer to demonstrate this reliance on God for the journey ahead.  
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The prominence of eschatological fulfilment reflects the influence of the founding 
theologies of the Uniting Church, particularly Barth, Newbigin and Bonhoeffer. The framers 
of the Basis of Union understood that the church was positioned ‘in the interval between 
two acts of a play – the coming of Christ and the final consummation’.16 Through this 
analogy, the church can then be then conceived as a ‘pilgrim’ moving towards the 
kingdom, rather than being the manifestation of the kingdom of God itself.17 This leaves 
room for the imperfection of the church while avoiding negating its calling to be a faithful 
witness to, and of, God’s work in the world.  
In sum, three themes affirm each other from the interviews and the official statements. 
These themes also resonate with theological emphases of the Basis of Union. They reflect 
a reformed ecumenical ecclesiology that stresses the call to unity and recognises 
imperfection of the church on its journey towards the eshaton. Thus, reconciliation is 
recognised as both a location and a journey, enabling all to participate in God’s new 
creation.18  Reconciliation is the origin, the pilgrimage, and the end of God’s desire for the 
whole creation and the church. Though reconciliation can be, and is, experienced in the 
present, its fullness will only be realized at the consummation of all things. In the 
meantime, the church is called to witness to, and be transformed by, this reconciliation that 
God actively pursues. Notably, this reconciliation is not one of transcendent uniformity, but 
of harmony. Difference and diversity are viewed as gifts to the church that enable the 
church to glimpse the fullness of God’s plan for the world. The church, however, does not 
achieve this through its own endeavour. The church’s imperfections can only be overcome 
through God’s work in Christ and the Spirit. To quote the Basis of Union, both the young 
adults and the official statements recognise that for the multicultural and covenanting 
church, ‘God in Christ has given to all people in the Church the Holy Spirit as a pledge and 
 
16 Ian Gillman and D'Arcy Wood, Towards an Informed Decision on 'the Basis of Union' 
(Melbourne, Vic.: JBCE, 1971). 
17 Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, Image Classics (New York: Doubleday, 2002). See Chapter 
7 “The Church and Eschatology” and page 144 where he reflects on a quote from Barth on the 
necessity of Churches to hear from one another on their journey towards the one true church. 
Moltmann also emphasizes the provisional nature of the church and the journey towards the 
consummation of all things in The Church in the Power of the Spirit. 
18 Frederick H Borsch, "Cultures and Communion: Diversity and Communality in the Church and 
World", Anglican Theological Review 84, no. 2 (2002): 287-301. Robert J Schreiter, Constructing 
Local Theologies (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1996), suggests that reconciliation makes 
both victim and wrong-doer a new creation. A similar suggestion is provided in Volf, Exclusion and 
Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation. 
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foretaste of that coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end in view for the whole 
creation’ (BoU para 3.3).  
7.2 Enhance 
The above section surveys the affirmations between the young adults’ interviews and the 
official statements of the Uniting Church. Each group of texts reimagine the use of the term 
‘uniting’ within the overarching narrative of God’s reconciliation with the whole creation. 
This uniting is not a bringing into uniformity, but into oneness, where people’s cultures are 
affirmed, celebrated and maintained. This reconciliation of, and from, God is expressed in 
the interviews and the official statements in terms of relationships, or particularly of ‘real’ 
relationships. That is, relationships which are reciprocal, profound and transformative. 
Explicit criteria for real relationships mentioned by both the official statements and the 
young adults are truth-telling, coupled with repentance on the one hand, and sharing 
resources on the other; however, each data set reflects on these themes in different ways. 
In this section the overarching theme of ‘walking together’ in real relationships is explored 
before examining two criteria for real relationship. Exemplars of the themes from both the 
interviews and the official statements begin each section.  
7.2.1 Walking together in real relationship  
We pray that God will guide you together with us in developing a covenant 
to walk together practically so that the words of your statement may 
become a tangible expression of His justice and love for all creation. We 
ask you to remember this covenant by remembering that our land is now 
also sustaining your people by God's grace (Covenant A18). 
… so that all may see a destiny together, praying and working together for 
a fuller expression of our reconciliation in Jesus Christ (Preamble 2009). 
… when we covenant with First Peoples we are not just saying we exist in 
relationship with you, we're saying, hopefully we're saying, we're going to 
do relationship with you we're going to be relationship with you (Emily 2nd 
Gen Asian). 
… you know, you can express yourself freely and openly with them and 
they with you. Having honest conversations to build genuine relationships 
(Iesha First Peoples 94). 
Both the young adults and the official statements speak of the necessity of developing 
relationships between cultural groups within the church. This includes developing 
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relationships between different migrant groups, between different generations and 
between First and Second Peoples. This ‘walking together’ necessitates ‘making’ or 
‘providing’ room for difference in order to implement different ways of being church. The 
young adults, as a rule, focus more on the relationships at a personal level. The official 
statements, on the other hand, tend to refer to ‘walking together’ in terms of the structures 
of the church. These ideas are discussed below. 
Key to the elaboration of ‘walking together in real relationship’ affirmed by both the young 
adults and the official statements are the concepts of ‘making space or room’. ‘Making 
space’ for the young adults includes intentionally developing relationships and deliberately 
listening to marginal and minority voices. This is akin to the idea expressed by Ashcroft, 
drawing on the work of Bakhtin, that true dialogue, or true relationship, can only occur 
when the difference of the other is embraced.19 The embracing of those who are different 
is to include more than an appreciation of rich cultural traditions within the church. It is to 
be a ‘discipleship of equals’, valuing and honouring each person and their contribution to 
the whole.20 In this way, making space facilitates an environment where the gifts of all are 
used in service to one another, a community marked by genuine partnership.21  
While the young adults speak about ‘making space’, the 2006 document A Church for All 
God’s People refers to ‘providing space’. The difference is in the active inference of the 
verb ‘make’ which evokes intentionality. The verb ‘provide’, on the other hand, has a more 
passive connotation and implies that the simple provision of ‘space’ enables people to use 
such a space. For example, the young adults express frustration at the token use of 
people of different cultures in order to demonstrate being a multicultural church or 
covenanting church in councils or boards of the wider Uniting Church. They view food and 
dance and song evenings as shallow gestures of multicultural exchange and desire 
deeper, more meaningful relationships. In contrast to this provision of space the young 
adults give examples of events such as About FACE or NCYC Yurora as times when they 
feel like space has been made for the development of genuine relationship.  
 
19 Ashcroft, "Threshold Theology", 12. 
20 Elizabeth Shüssler Fiorenza. Discipleship of Equals: A Critical Feminist Ekklesialogy of 
Liberation. (Britain: SCM Press, 1993). 
21 Letty M Russell. Church in the Round: A Feminist Interpretation of Church (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993). Feminist ecclesiology provides a strong framework for 
multicultural ecclesiological reflections. This is an area for further reflection that is not possible 
here. 
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Yet, for the young adults, this ‘making space’ is an intangible concept. They find it hard to 
put into words what space-making looks like beyond relationships and cultural exchange. 
Real relationship, for the young adults, necessitates mutual sharing of stories of faith and 
culture and the ability to be honest about their own vulnerabilities and misgivings and 
respect the world-views of others; however, they do not know how to facilitate such 
sharing. Linda’s insight that Christ is the place-maker for all people points to a profound 
recognition that enabling people to express their faith requires a reliance on Christ to 
construct that space. Still, developing personal friendships and family connections across 
cultures is the primary way the young adults imagine this space-making to occur. In 
addition, although the young adults acknowledge that space-making requires multiple 
ways of doing and being church being recognised as legitimate, they cannot articulate how 
that is to happen outside of the development of personal relationships. 
Perhaps due to the nature of the genre, the official statements focus more on ‘walking 
together’ in structural relationships, rather than personal ones. This focus on structural 
change facilitates more substantial ways of ‘providing’ space. For example, the Congress 
charter and the Covenanting statement emphasise self-determination, partnership 
between councils or organizing bodies. These are recommendations for the church as a 
body, rather than the individual members of the church. Similarly, the multicultural 
statements recommend changes to regulations around property sharing, ministerial 
education standards and the participation of CALD groups on boards.  
Although the use of language in these statements is more impersonal than the language 
used by the young adults, as noted above, the young adults found it difficult to move 
beyond the notion of personal relationship. Indeed, they express frustration that there is 
not more opportunity within the church to meet and mix with people from different cultures. 
This indicates a need for more formal, structured and culturally-sensitive opportunities for 
people to develop the personal relationships desired and cherished by the young adults. 
The further development of structural relationships, when done with sensitivity to different 
ways of being church, could ‘provide the space’ for learning and exchange that ‘makes 
space’ for personal friendships and deeper relationships to grow and flourish.  
7.2.2 Failure of the church: truth-telling and repentance  
…being able to be talked about and openly spoken about that ongoing hurt, 
pain and suffering that my family and other Aboriginal family, people um... 
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covenanting is fundamentally important for the sake of Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people in Australia to co-exist with one another (Freda First 
Peoples 57).  
[A multicultural church, living its life and faith cross culturally, speaks 
truthfully]: As it is called by God through Jesus Christ to acknowledge and 
confess its sins of racism and to repent and refrain from all acts of racial 
discrimination and bigotry to the First peoples of this land and to all Second 
peoples of differing race, culture and language within its own life and 
practise (One Body 3). 
My people did not hear you when you shared your understanding and your 
Dreaming (Covenant 4). 
Along with the past governments of Australia, the church is held 
accountable in our society for the injustices/atrocities inflicted on our people 
(Covenant A8).  
Part of being in ‘real’ relationships for the young adults and the official statements includes 
being truthful in acknowledging the failures of the church and, subsequently, repenting of 
these failures. The failures of the church, and the need for truth-telling and repentance are 
more apparent in covenanting statements and the young adults’ reflections on covenanting 
than in the multicultural statements. For example, all but one of the young adults explicitly 
acknowledged the complicity of the church in the injustice experienced by First Peoples. 
The Covenant statement of 1994 and the Preamble of 2009 starkly outline the failures of 
the UCA in ministry with First Peoples. In the multicultural statements and in the 
interviews, however, there is little explicit acknowledgement of concrete issues regarding 
racism and Australia’s mixed history when it comes to migration and refugee policy. Given 
that the White Australia Policy was official policy of the Federal government until 1973 this 
is surprising. The multicultural church statements evoke a ‘we are all in this together’ 
impression, perhaps smoothing over injustice in a bid to encourage the embracing of 
multiple cultures. 
The young adults and the official statements recognise the importance of speaking 
truthfully about the history of Australia, particularly concerning First Peoples, as a 
prerequisite for repentance and forgiveness. The 2006 multicultural statement and some of 
the young adults declare that understanding the history of Australia and First Peoples 
needs to be part of more recent migrant experience and not just of the Anglo church. This 
includes the question of what it means for Second Peoples to understand the 
dispossession of the First Peoples of Australia. Tom puts it starkly: 
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I think most migrants think that's got nothing to do with us... I know from my 
own personal journey I probably felt very much the same way up until 
maybe two years ago when I realised if I'm going to call myself Australian 
— as much as I enjoy all that Australia has to offer — I also have to 
embrace all the crap that Australia's done and the bad parts of our history 
and so the Indigenous story is part of my story and I need to take 
ownership of that as well (104). 
The literature also highlights the importance of lament and repentance. Legge, in her 
reflections of the United Church of Canada’s approach to reconciliation with the First 
Nations, identifies truth-telling and lament and repentance, accompanied with a reliance on 
the Holy Spirit, as essential for reconciliation between First Nations and subsequent 
peoples to happen at all.22  
In the context of failure and repentance, the absence of the theological term ‘sin’ is worth 
noting. Only in 2006 A Church for all God’s People and in 2012 One Body, Many 
Members, is the term used at all. In the 2006 statement, the use of the term is in the 
context of the sinfulness of all humanity, while in 2012, sin is used with regards to racism. 
Synonymous terms for sin, like wrong-doing or injustice, are not used at all in these 
statements. It is only in the 1994 Covenant Statement and in the Preamble that the 
wrongdoings or failures of the church to live up to the gospel are explicitly stated; even 
then, the term ‘sin’ is not used. Nevertheless, the catalogue of the churches’ failures are 
extensively identified. The young adults predominantly use terms like wrong-doing or 
injustice, and only one uses the term sin at all and as a synonym for injustice (Emily 2nd 
Gen Asian jj). Perhaps the term is avoided because of connotations that make it difficult for 
people to associate ‘sin’ with larger structural injustices, rather than personal failure and 
wrongdoing. Alternatively, ‘sin’ can also be associated with the ‘absolute depravity’ of 
humankind, which challenges liberal protestant ideas of the inherent goodness that resides 
in each person as made in the image of God. Thus the term ‘sin’ could be either too small 
or too great a word to convey the failures of the church to live up to God’s calling.  
It appears that rather than focus on the term ‘sin’, the official statements prefer to, either 
catalogue the actions that diminish the integrity of the gospel (Preamble 6), or focus on 
what the absence of sin should look like. For example, the covenanting statements outline 
the ways the church has failed and then describe what a covenanting church would look 
 
22 Marilyn J Legge, "Negotiating Mission: A Canadian Stance", International Review of Mission 93, 
no. 368 (2004):125. 
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like. The multicultural statements explicitly focus on the actions and attitudes that would 
mark a faithful multicultural church, rather than detail their negative corollaries. This may 
avoid defensiveness on the part of the intended audience who could find accusations of 
their sin more unpalatable than the identification of the failure of the church to treat First 
Peoples and non-Anglo migrants with justice, love and respect.23  
Similarly, the young adults very seldom use the terms ‘racism’ or ‘racist’. Instead, they 
recognise what could be termed as ‘racist’ attitudes and structures and articulate what 
would be required for such attitudes and structures to be transformed. Yet they are also 
aware of the vulnerability and openness required for such critiques to be both made and 
acted upon. The themes of ‘real’ relationships and disrupting power and privilege in the 
church point to a recognition of the ‘fragility’ of those in the dominant culture to both accept 
and act on critiques which bring into question their own cultural assumptions. As Robin 
Diangelo suggests, the danger in creating the good/bad, non-racist/racist binary both 
triggers white aggression and encourages inaction by those who claim to be non-racist.24 
By focusing on the attitudes and structures both the young adults and the official 
statements move to repenting of the ‘sin of racism’ without highlighting the ‘sin of racism’. 
However, the frustration with the apparent lack of acknowledgement of the implicit racism 
of the church is palpable in both the covenanting and multicultural statements.  
7.2.3 Sharing resources 
Andrew (Anglo) spoke about ‘learning from each other,’ ‘making sure what 
we are building now is as good as it possibly could be’ and also sharing 
resources, especially through the sale of property because ‘the land really 
didn't belong to us’ (62). 
In requiring the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress to 
assume responsibility for these tasks the Assembly assures it of the 
support of the Uniting Church, including the sharing of resources (Congress 
Charter 5). 
As a community at mission we will… 
 
23 The first draft of the Preamble brought to the Assembly more forcefully named the failure of the 
church. Paragraph 4, for example, which identifies those from the church with good intentions 
towards First Peoples, originally stated ‘A small number of members… ‘. This became ‘Some 
members…’ indicating the difficulty that the Assembly had with being confronted with its own ‘sin’.   
24 Robin Diangelo, White Fragility: Why it’s so hard for white people to talk about racism, (UK 
Kindle Edition: Penguin, 2018). 
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iii) Ensure equality and partnership in the sharing of resources so that 
property is a resource for the ministry and mission of the whole people of 
God (A Church for all God’s People 20). 
In detailing the characteristics of real relationships, the young adults express a desire to 
share material resources across the church, while the official statements provide examples 
of how to share the resources of the church. For example, the young adults view the 
sharing of resources across the church as a clear calling of God. However, even when 
pressed, most had few suggestions on how to share resources. Property sharing was the 
most common suggestion, but sharing resources could also include sharing the theological 
insights of all cultural groups or providing in-kind support to struggling communities. There 
was little knowledge of how to implement property sharing, albeit the young adults did 
recognise the obstacles faced to redistribute the wealth of the church. Ellen is an 
exception to this; she expressed a clear understanding of the need of First Peoples with 
regards to ministry resourcing. 
The Congress Charter, the Covenant and the Preamble all mention the sharing of material 
resources for the good of ministry with First Peoples and consequently for the fulfilment of 
the call of God on the whole church. The Congress Charter is the most explicit in 
examples, suggesting the release of property and the appropriate funding of UAICC for its 
responsibilities. The 2006 and 2012 multicultural statements also stress the necessity of 
ensuring proper distribution of resources for funding and ministry to CALD groups, who 
often have less access to financial resources. This call to share resources reflects the 
reality of great need and great sacrifice required for ministries with minority cultural groups. 
In the official multicultural statements, this sharing of resources is premised on the church 
as the body of Christ and the stories of the early church in Acts, where resource is given 
according to need. The fact that the official statements have to make this plain points to 
the failure of the church to firstly, assess need, and secondly, to resource that which has 
need. The 2009 resolutions on property sharing, discussed in chapter one, illustrate the 
difficulty in implementing resource sharing policies across the church.  
In sum, reconciliation is understood as developing from deep, reciprocal relationships of 
companioning and transformation between and within the First and Second Peoples of the 
Uniting Church. While the young adults and the official statements highlight the importance 
of such relationships, the sources together enhance what ‘walking together’ can look like. 
The official statements provide tangible recommendations of how to encourage such 
relationships through the structures of the church. These opportunities are desired, but not 
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necessarily experienced, by the young adults. ‘Real’ relationships need to be 
characterised by truth-telling and repentance as well as the sharing of resources in the 
commonwealth of the church. The covenant statements are explicit about the failures of 
the church to live up to the gospel and confront such failures. The multicultural statements 
are reticent about naming ‘sin’ or wrongdoing in the church’s desire to faithfully respond to 
God’s call to be a multicultural church. A recognition of the systemic nature of racism 
within the church, along with the acknowledgement of different cultural norms could 
confront the church’s failures in this area. Furthermore, while the equitable distribution of 
the wealth of the church is aspired to in both the statements and the interviews, the official 
statements provide more concrete suggestions of how to redistribute the wealth of the 
church. 
7.3 Challenge 
Reconciliation and ‘real’ relationship, accompanying words with actions and an 
eschatological hope in the power of God to bring about such reconciliation are the key 
areas of affirmation between the official statements and the interviews with the young 
adults. By integrating the understanding of ‘walking together’ in real relationship from the 
texts and interviews a more wholistic and tangible picture of enhancing these relationships 
emerge. The main challenge out of the critical conversations arises from the insights of the 
young adults. Indeed, the official statements challenge the understandings of the young 
adults only in the areas of structural change and resource sharing discussed above. It is 
not that the young adults do not express a desire for such change and sharing, it is that 
they were not able, in the interviews, to flesh these ideas out to the same detail as the 
official statements. This is not surprising given that official statements are works of many 
months, and even years. Nevertheless, the way the young adults describe the church and 
the attitude required to be a multicultural and covenanting church illustrates significant 
absences in the official statements. These differences challenge the official statements by 
the emphasis on the intimacy of relationships expected in the church and the intentional 
seeking of uncertainty and discomfort rather than certainty and control in order to make 
room for difference. Each section starts with a variety of quotes from the young adults that 
exemplify their insights.  
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7.3.1 Intimate and personal relationship 
[Church is being] loving to each other as if there's nothing between you... 
being loving as if we're all one big family (Peter Anglo 40). 
[I]f you want to work together you need to get to, to hang out together and 
say well you're my friend, you're my brother, you're my sister and … I want 
to experience God with you and I want you to help me experience God in 
how you do it and I wonder if God might show up in how I do it with you 
(Linda Anglo 51). 
[S]o from one culture to another saying ‘I see you, do you see me? I hear 
you, do you hear me?’  And we can do things together, like I can call you 
my friend and my family now and we can do things together — your way, 
my way, both ways (Iesha First Peoples 56). 
I guess what friendship looks like for me that you are taking each other's 
hand to walk side by side with each other, you know if that person falls then 
you'll help them up … so having non-Aboriginal people standing beside us 
to fight that injustice you know I guess friendship you stick up for one 
another (Ellen First Peoples r). 
What stands out in the young adult interviews is the depth of feeling associated with being 
part of the church. The young adults use terms like ‘brothers and sisters’, ‘family’, 
‘household’ and ‘friends’. These are intimate, personal, everyday terms describing what 
the church is, and what they would like the church to be, in their lives. During the 
interviews it was palpable that such personal terms were used to describe a depth of 
relationship that could not be conveyed by phrases such as the ‘body of Christ’ or other 
common church descriptors. In contrast, intimate, personal terms are not used with such 
force in the official statements. Indeed, ‘household’ and ‘family’ are used once in the 2006 
statement All God’s People. ‘Friendship’ and ‘sisters and brothers’ are used once each in 
the 1994 Covenant Statement. The official statements, instead, tend to use broader 
concepts such as ‘kingdom’ and ‘body of Christ’ perhaps due to perceived expectations of 
their intended audience to use more theologically nuanced concepts. The young adults 
also use these terms, but it is the particular emphasis on intimate, personal, everyday 
relationships that is striking.  
This intimacy is underscored by the invoking of the term ‘vulnerability’, referring to both 
personal and structural relationships. Vulnerability is portrayed in the interviews as being 
about personal sharing and learning from those who are different. Vulnerability is also 
described through the hoped-for practices in church structures, such as letting go of 
control and enabling different ways of being and doing. While Freda did not use the word 
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‘vulnerable’ herself, her conversation about who God is and God's desire for relationship 
with humanity implicitly suggests this openness and vulnerability. She talks of ‘putting our 
hearts fully in there honestly and openly’ even when scared or apprehensive (First Peoples 
45). Linda and Emily used the image of the church as hospital and emphasized the 
importance of healing and vulnerability in such a metaphor. This image recognises the 
imperfections of the church and the need for healing. In this description, the church, in its 
very nature, is a body that is to be vulnerable and encourages vulnerability in order to be 
open to God’s call on its life. It is expected to be a body that deepens relationships and 
holds those relationships within the tensions of living as a household of difference. In many 
ways the young adults have grasped the importance of the church fully responding to 
God’s call to ‘cooperate with God in making the oikoumene an oikos, a home, a family of 
men and women of varied gifts, cultures, possibilities, where openness, trust, love and 
justice reign.’25 
In addition, the young adults view the call to be a multicultural and covenanting church as 
an integral part of their personal and corporate relationship with God. To pursue being 
such a church is a response to a call from God and a participation in God’s work in the 
world. The young adults crave more than an abstract justification for being a multicultural 
and covenanting church. They view it as a whole of life call engaging all aspects of 
everyday existence. In other words, the young adults understand being a multicultural and 
covenanting church as a call to discipleship rather than a policy decision concerning 
church processes that appears removed from everyday life. Therefore, being a 
multicultural and covenanting church should permeate every part of life. For the young 
adults, this means that being a multicultural and covenanting church requires more than 
assenting to official statements of the church. They want to see the sentiments expressed 
in the statements become real in their lives. Neither are they overly interested in seeing 
structural change in the committees of the church or changes to ministerial education as 
outlined in the official statements. They want to see a multicultural church and a 
covenanting church in their local congregation’s worship, witness and service. As Ben, 
Peter and Tom suggest, a multicultural and covenanting church has to be ‘more than 
‘Sundays’. As such, being a multicultural and covenanting church requires an intimate 
 
25 Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics quoting Philip 
Potter, Report of the General Secretary, WCC Central Committee, (Geneva, July/August, 1977) 
Doc 18, 9. 
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relationship with the God who calls out such a community as well as intimate relationships 
within such a community.  
While, the young adults desire close familial relationships in the church and describe the 
church in such terms, the official statements present a more abstracted view of the nature 
of the church. Nonetheless, the sentiments expressed in the statements are deeply 
connected to a life of faith. Indeed, the later statements attempt to personalise the 
affirmations contained therein by using ‘we’, however, personal faith implications are 
implicit rather than explicit. The statements want to instigate a transformation in the 
everyday operations and life of the church, much like the young adults, and as indicated in 
section 7.1.2. However, it could be that such transformation may be facilitated by the use 
of more personal and intimate terms to describe the church and the actions and attitudes 
required to live out the Uniting Church’s calling. Such statements could then be adopted as 
personal, as well as corporate, affirmations, disrupting the tendency for an institutional 
statement to become abstracted from everyday life. In the interviews, the young adults 
convey their wonder at why the proclamations of the church do not propel repentance and 
transformation. Such a stalling is not necessarily a failure of the official statements; it is a 
failure of the UCA to embody the God-given visions for the church expressed in these 
statements. 
The personal and intimate relationship expected in the church by the young adults are 
marked by a ‘reciprocal self-donation’ with God giving to the people, as expressed in the 
Philippians hymn (2:6ff), the people giving back to God and the people giving each to the 
other.26  Importantly, though, the young adults also describe these intimate relationships in 
terms of justice. This is similar to the understanding of ‘mutual embrace’ posited by Volf, 
who states that ‘even if the will to embrace is indiscriminate, the embrace itself is 
conditional’.27 Intimate relationships, while requiring vulnerability, also need to heed the 
power dynamics and injustice that surround and infuse the relationship. Reciprocal self-
donation that acts for truth-telling and justice is neither comfortable nor easy. Such an 
orientation needs to pay attention to issues of power and dominance. In addition, this 
approach requires a different type of self-donation from the dominant cultural groups than 
from those who are in the minority or who have suffered at the hands of the dominant 
 
26 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation 26. 
27 Ibid., 28. 
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culture. For example, the self-donation of Second Peoples may involve the confronting of 
the consequences of colonisation both for the First Peoples of this land and also for the 
migrants coming into Australia in more recent times. For First Peoples, self-donation may 
require nothing more or less than voluntarily being in the same space as those who 
continue to wield power over their lives.  
This self-donation is not only a spiritual practice, but has material implications. It captures 
the call of the statements and the young adults for words to be followed by actions in order 
for ‘real relationships’ to develop. Indeed, such intimacy requires attendance to ‘all the 
songlines which have become, or may become, incorporated into our life together. This is 
not to suggest a self-negation on the part of any group, but rather, a receptive 
incorporation into the life of God.’28 Incorporation into the life of God compels the church to 
intentionally live out being ‘members one of another’.29 
7.3.2 Seeking discomfort  
[I]t should feel like you know, one of the best days you've ever had in your 
life. It should feel like joy, it should feel like happiness, it should also feel 
like hurt and pain and hardship  (Freda First Peoples 59).  
[H]onouring people ... by putting ourselves out to being a bit uncomfortable 
and honouring that other cultures might be very uncomfortable in our 
context (Ben 2nd Gen Asian 45).   
[C]ommunity [is] … not just being with people who are like you... [and] 
moving people to be a bit outside their comfort zone.... for the sake of all 
the God stuff (Connie Anglo dd). 
[It is] going through with something no matter how hard, no matter how 
emotional, no matter how scared, how uncomfortable or how uncertain you 
think the ending is going to be or the outcome (Iesha First Peoples pp).  
I think what a multicultural church does is we celebrate that and we 
deliberately work to maintain or preserve or extend or improve those 
aspects of our life collectively that we make space for multiple cultures, that 
we invite people who might not be comfortable and do what we can to 
make it a good space for them (Andrew Anglo 40).  
 
28 Mark G Brett, "Canto Ergo Sum: Indigenous Peoples and Postcolonial Theology", Pacifica 16, 
no. 3 (2003): 247-256. 
29 Romans 12:5, Ephesians 4:25 
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Related to this stress on personal and intimate relationships is the desire of the young 
adults to seek discomfort and uncertainty. While the covenant statements and the 2012 
multicultural statement acknowledge the pain experienced by First Peoples and migrant 
groups, there is not a similar call or anticipation that being church in this context requires a 
certain amount of discomfort. Indeed, the young adults present being uncomfortable and 
uncertain as a virtue rather than something to be avoided. This is true both for those from 
the dominant Anglo culture and 2nd generation and First Peoples participants. Rather than 
defending their own assumptions, the young adults are interested in learning from the 
ways of others. They believe this learning will enrich their own journey of discipleship and 
encourage the bonds of love with their brothers and sisters in Christ.  
Seeking discomfort requires the young adults to make space for points of view or ways of 
being and doing that are different from their own. It involves not running away from the 
truth or being defensive when taken for granted knowledge or assumptions are 
questioned. For some, those particularly from the dominant cultural group, it means 
actively moving out of the centre and not standing on privilege. For example, Olivia, in 
coupling the intimate relationship of home with that of seeking discomfort, desires a 
sanctuary where it is safe to ask questions and be vulnerable in order to learn. 
Nevertheless, she recognises that this sanctuary is still a place of uncertainty and 
discomfort. It is a place for hard conversations held in a spirit of love. It is, in fact, this spirit 
of love that enables such discomfort and uncertainty to exist in a safe environment. 
Indeed, for Rose and for Iesha, the hard conversations required in a community of 
difference are only possible through the bond of love that the Holy Spirit brings and the 
ability of the Spirit to clear the muddy waters. 
Seeking discomfort is also part of the yearning of the young adults to disrupt the usual 
systems of the church. For Donna, this means changes to how ‘we meet and we run’ (40). 
This response is also expressed by Georgia. The idea of ‘making room’ for minority 
cultural groups, mentioned in section 7.2, is presented as the remedy for the inability of the 
church to enter into unfamiliar territory. For the young adults, ‘making room’ is a disruption 
because it allows a firmer focus on relationship and time. Thus, rather than focus on tasks 
and agendas, people are to be encouraged to listen and learn from each other, and even 
construct their own ways of being a multicultural and covenanting church.  
Both intimate relationships and the seeking of discomfort or uncertainty, rather than 
comfort and control, are key to how the young adults understand the process of 
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transformation. It is in the willingness to be vulnerable with God and with each other and 
live in uncertainty and discomfort that encourages people to be open to the movement of 
the Spirit and rely more fully on God. Rather than see plurality and difference as a threat to 
the church, the young adults view it as an opportunity to enter into deeper relationships 
with both God and each other in order to experience the rich blessing that this uncertainty 
and intimacy brings.  
The young adults also recognise that seeking discomfort and uncertainty, rather than 
certainty, is unsettling for the whole church, and particularly those who hold power and 
responsibility in the church. To cede ways of knowing and doing that have been imagined 
as ‘best practice’ to a way of being church that can feel anarchical is a great challenge and 
requires skills in the art of listening and facilitation. For the church, it also means 
engagement with the many varied traditions of Christianity rather than a focus on an 
illusion of one true coherent narrative.  
The young adults’ intentions, however, are not naïve or overly idealistic. The idea of 
discomfort excites but also raises questions for them about the difference between comfort 
and safety, uncertainty and certainty and control. It is important to note that discomfort is 
not depicted by the young adults in the sense of feeling unsafe or threatened. Instead, 
discomfort is described as intentionally seeking spaces and relationships where their own 
assumptions of being church are brought into question. In other words, the young adults 
desire cross-cultural and covenanting experiences even if these experiences make them 
question their own ways of being Christian and being church; they are concerned about 
safety, but do not confuse it with comfort. However, they do not explore in great depth 
what it means to live in a constant state of discomfort and uncertainty apart from referring 
to a reliance on the Holy Spirit.  
Theological scholarship in the area of uncertainty and discomfort suggests a celebration of 
difference while recognising both its blessing and curse.30 Included in this field is an 
affirmation of our own fallibility and a concomitant attitude of humility. Lee and Koyama 
frame this as a ‘decentring’; that is, living in a liminal or ‘beyond’ space partnered with a 
 
30 Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics"; Letty 
Russell, "Cultural Hermeneutics: A Postcolonial Look at Mission", Journal of Feminist Studies in 
Religion 20, no. 1 (2004): 23-40; Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997); Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration 
of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation. 
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rejection of the seeking of centrist power and hierarchy. Such a decentring involves the 
challenging, disturbing and stirring up of theology through the presence of strangers or 
difference, confronting us with our own theological blind spots.31 Living in a liminal space 
also emphasises the ‘unfinished’ work of Christ reminding that whole church that our 
pretensions to knowledge, for the sake of power and control, are an indication of our 
cowardice and straying from God.32  
Although these ways of expressing what it means to be a multicultural and covenanting 
church are not the terms used by the young adults, they have grasped the importance of 
reframing the church’s desires from seeking the power and control of the centre. Hence, 
instead of seeking to be powerful, the church, and those who are part of the church, 
should seek to be on the margins. This positioning will necessarily involve discomfort and 
uncertainty. To live in difference, without resolution, is not easy, yet the young adults attest 
that the reconciliation that God brings in Christ and the Spirit makes this living in 
uncertainty and discomfort possible. 
7.4 Summary 
This chapter presented the affirmations, enhancements and challenges that arise from 
theological reflection on the intersections between the interviews with the young adults and 
the official statements of the church. Reconciliation as a summary term for the mission of 
God is affirmed in both the interviews and the official statements. This is accompanied by 
the desire to see the UCA follow through on its own declarations of being a multicultural 
and covenanting church. Reciprocal and profound relationships between First and Second 
Peoples demonstrate such reconciliation. However, in order for these relationships to be 
‘real’ they require truth-telling and repentance and the sharing of resources. The young 
adults emphasise the personal nature of these relationships, but struggle to identify 
tangible ways to enact repentance and resource sharing. The official statements provide 
suggestions for making such relationships a reality, especially within the structures of the 
UCA. Lastly, the young adults’ focus on intimate, personal relationships insist that the call 
to be a multicultural and covenanting church needs to imbue every part of life. The official 
statements use of abstract theological concepts could make it hard to elicit such a 
 
31 Kosuke Koyama, "'Extend Hospitality to Strangers' - a Missiology of Theologia Crucis", 283. 
32 Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology, loc963. 
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personal, intimate connection to faith. The virtue of seeking uncertainty and discomfort 
also challenges the church to embody the vision of being a multicultural and covenanting 
church in the whole of its life, even when it is hard and disturbing. The final chapter will 
explore the implications raised by these insights for the practices of the church. 
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8. Conclusion 
In 2009 I attended my first UCA National Assembly. This experience prompted reflections 
on what it means to be a church of First and Second Peoples. In other words, I began 
pondering what does it mean to be a multicultural church and a church with and for First 
Peoples, or, in the parlance of the UCA, a covenanting church. Following this gathering, I 
reflected on my experience of the dissonance between what the Uniting Church says 
about itself and how people in UCA congregations are aware of and interpret such 
declarations. I was, and still am, curious about how ‘people in the pews’ engage with the 
theological identity of the UCA and how this engagement may connect with official 
statements of the UCA. The questions for this thesis developed into: how do ordinary 
members of the Uniting Church articulate what it means to be a multicultural church and a 
church with and for First Peoples? And what relationship do these reflections have with the 
official statements of the UCA? 
To investigate these questions I followed a practical theology framework. That is, an event 
or practice is reflected upon, explored in more detail and, subsequently, suggestions made 
for ministry practice. I explored the practice of being a multicultural church and a church for 
and with First Peoples, first, through surveying the academic and Uniting Church context. 
In Chapter two this overview began with the turn to the subject in hermeneutics, and the 
associated emergence of contextual theologies in the late twentieth century. The turn to 
the subject encouraged churches in the West to intentionally engage with world-views 
outside the Western paradigm in order to address their contemporary contexts. A turn to 
the subject, for practical theology, and empirical ecclesiology, validated academic 
engagement with how the theological reflections of ordinary theologians intersect with the 
official doctrines or traditions of the church.  
I then explored two particular areas of research in practical theology: being a multicultural 
church, and being a church for and with First Peoples. Markers for being a multicultural 
church seen in the literature include the re-interpretation of Scriptures from a multicultural 
perspective, particularly the stories of Jesus and the Holy Spirit in the New Testament. 
Scholars also use the multiple languages and traditions present in the Scriptures as a 
warrant for a multicultural, rather than a culturally homogenous, church. Practices that 
encourage a multicultural church have been informed by the theological themes of 
hospitality and reconciliation and attempt to decentre the powerful to create a community 
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of faith where different cultures are welcomed and celebrated without the imposition of a 
hegemonic cultural norm.  
The markers of being a church with and for First Peoples from the literature utilise 
postcolonial hermeneutics to uncover new readings of Scripture and tradition. The 
concepts of ‘hybridity’ and ‘decolonisation’ are central to these approaches. The notion of 
‘hybridity’ has ambivalent connotations for First Peoples in settler nations due to contested 
understandings of ‘authentic’ culture and connections to land. The idea of ‘decolonisation’, 
however, has been more valuable. Indigenous theologians and their allies have 
reinterpreted Scripture, critiqued the obsessions of the mainstream churches and offered 
their own way of being Christian in their particular contexts. In developing their approach to 
practice, these theologians show ambivalence to the theological theme of ‘hospitality’ and 
the problematic concepts of ‘host’ and ‘guest’. Instead, a church for and with First Peoples, 
is characterised by truth-telling, repentance and redeeming action. It is a partnership that 
shares resources equitably between First Peoples and Second Peoples.  
The young adult interviews and the official statements of the UCA all touch on the markers 
noted in the literature. The reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation enabled by the 
work of God is the theological foundations of both sets of sources. In other words, to bring 
all peoples together in a community where difference is respected and appreciated is 
understood as the ultimate aim of God. Cultural difference is portrayed as a gift from God 
rather than only as an obstacle to be overcome. Moreover, the capacity of Christians to be 
a community of love and respect in the midst of cultural difference is a demonstration of 
God’s love and power.  
Despite the pride expressed by the young adults in the official statements of the UCA, they 
note the failure of the Church to live out the visions of the statements. The official 
statements also call the UCA to account for not adequately implementing previous 
decisions. While agitating for change now, the young adults and the official statements put 
their trust in God, hoping in the promised end.  
‘Walking together’ in ‘real’ relationship is expected in the statements and by the young 
adults. A ‘real’ relationship does not shy away from the truth, encourages and honours 
vulnerability, ‘makes space’ for difference, trusts in God to call people to repentance and 
forgiveness and shares resources generously. The official statements offer more tangible 
examples of how to facilitate the development of ‘real’ relationships, particularly in 
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structural terms, while the young adults focus on cultivating personal relationships. Both 
the structural change and the personal relationships are required for ‘real’ relationship to 
develop. As some of the young adults suggest, it is when people see those of different 
cultures as their friends, or brothers and sisters, that they are compelled to advocate for 
their inclusion and to initiate practices that honour different cultural backgrounds. Yet, 
God’s justice requires that we do not wait for such relationships to develop, but that we 
create environments where these relationships can flourish. 
Finally, it is the young adult emphasis on intimate and personal relationships with God and 
each other and the complementary ‘seeking of discomfort’ to facilitate these relationships, 
that challenges the rhetoric of the official statements of the UCA. The official statements 
use terms like ‘family’ or ‘household’ sparingly and do not evoke the same intimacy 
described by the young adults. The young adults desire to experience a church where 
relationships between First and Second Peoples involve each in the other’s life, being 
members one of the other.1 This would be a church where friendships across cultures 
grow and deepen and transform how the UCA participates in the mission of God. The 
young adults are aware that these friendships require people to be vulnerable and to ‘seek 
discomfort’. The young adults desire the UCA to travel with them to these ‘uncomfortable’ 
spaces with open hearts, eyes and ears, ready to learn from one another.  
What has emerged for me from this exploration of the official statements of the UCA and 
the theological insights of young adult leaders is an impression of whole-heartedness. In 
both the official statement and the young adult interviews, there is a yearning for the 
community of faith to be oriented towards God and towards each other in all our cultural 
diversity and diverse backgrounds. This leaves me with three questions to conclude the 
thesis. Two of these questions are iterations of the interview questions: How is God calling 
the UCA to be a multicultural and covenanting church? What is God calling the UCA to do 
to demonstrate it is a multicultural and covenanting church? The last question brings me 
back to where I started this project: what does the consideration of the above two 
questions mean for my ministry practice? I have deliberately not asked ‘are the terms 
‘multicultural’ and ‘covenant’ adequate to describe such a church?’ and instead focused on 
 
1 Romans 12:5, Ephesians 4:25 
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the approach and actions that may be required to fulfil the vision expressed in the 
statements and by the young adults.  
8.1 How to be a multicultural and covenanting church? 
Two terms have come to mind as I have pondered this question. The first is ‘posture’, a 
term that captures some of the physical connotations of whole-heartedness as well as 
referencing aspects of reciprocal self-donation. The second term, ‘pilgrimage’, is one that 
is familiar to the UCA, sometimes to the point of cliché. Nevertheless, the term pilgrimage 
can profoundly frame the life of faith for both groups and individuals.  
What is evident in both the young adult interviews and the official statements is the desire 
to see the multicultural and covenanting church embodied in the life of everyday 
discipleship and everyday church. Physically putting oneself into situations of discomfort, 
‘walking together’ on a journey, being oriented towards hope and seeking an intimacy of 
relationship all speak to me of a whole-hearted commitment to a multicultural and 
covenanting church. The term ‘posture’, with its connotation of embodied orientation, 
captures this longing expressed in the statements and by the young adults. Using the term 
posture reminds us of a turning of the whole self towards those who are different. This 
posture then enables us to learn more about the God whom all groups serve. At the same 
time as we are turning towards God and others, the term ‘posture’ implies that we are still 
firmly located in our own being and all that carries with it. This includes our memories, our 
histories, our cultures, and our experiences, as well as our faith. When a whole-hearted 
posture is coupled with ‘openness’, it implies a kenosis that does not require a negating of 
oneself. In other words, a whole-hearted posture of openness contains a multilayered 
acknowledgement that each of us is made in the image of God, that each of us fail to live 
up to that image and that we honour our God-createdness by ‘seeing’ each other and 
‘hearing’ each other. Such a posture necessitates a commitment to relationship, or 
‘walking together’, in whichever context we find ourselves, or in whichever context we 
intentionally seek out.  
In adopting a whole-hearted posture of openness in our relationships with God and each 
other, we need to be aware of all of who we are and the dynamics that influence how we 
relate to each other. Yettica-Paulson’s intercultural framework, described in chapter two, 
incorporates this journey to self-knowledge within a system that recognises the propensity 
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for dominant cultures to pressure minorities towards homogenisation. Key to the process is 
ensuring that all groups have the opportunity to reflect on their own culture. It is only after 
this reflection has begun that groups can begin to work together in partnership. Yettica-
Paulson summarises this process below:  
Mission in the Yellow space, however, accepts the current balance of 
power, the status quo. There is no profound transformation other than what 
you and I might experience through the life of Christ in us. We maintain the 
church system the way it is in that Yellow Space. It will be beautiful, 
colorful, and eclectic, but it will still be the church that you and I understand. 
It is mission in the Green space of dialogue, innovation, and hybridity that 
goes further. It involves gaining from the luggage we each bring to the 
table, being active participants in appropriating God’s revelation and 
altering the balance of power.2 
The UCA National Multicultural CrossCultural Reference committee suggested a similar 
process for recent UCA conversations regarding ‘Same-Gender Marriage’. They call this 
process ‘space for grace’, and suggest it as a way to frame conversations in a multicultural 
church.3 
While having a posture of openness and commitment to relationship with each other and 
with God provides a strong foundation in how to be a multicultural and covenanting church, 
questions remain. For example, there is little discussion in both the interviews and the 
official statements about what to do when cultural traditions and interpretations clash. 
‘Listening and learning’ appears to be the default approach to mitigate and mediate 
cultural conflict, but what happens if both the world-views and the interpretations of 
Scripture and tradition are mutually exclusive? Rose does raise this as a concern, 
suggesting that the church avoids confrontation on these issues. Linda acknowledges that 
what may be safe to her may not be safe for others. However, neither suggest ways to 
approach potentially irresolvable conflict.  
Furthermore, issues to do with cultural change and authenticity are also not addressed by 
the young adults or in the official statements. The changing nature of cultural systems is 
 
2 Mark Yettica-Paulson, "Mission in the Great South Land: An Indigenous Perspective," in Colonial 
Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Mark G Brett and 
Jione Havea (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 261. 
3 UCA National Multicultural Crosscultural Reference Committee Space for Grace 
https://assembly.uca.org.au/mcm/resources/build-crosscultural-understanding/item/2406-space-
for-grace-living-in-the-grace-margin 2015. Accessed 1 September, 2019. 
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not reflected upon, and, therefore, neither is the assumption of authenticity being related to 
static cultural norms. Questions of authenticity are keenly felt in First Peoples’ 
communities. This is especially so in legal systems that privilege unchanging tradition and 
continuous connection to land in order to grant Native Title, while failing to take into 
consideration a context of forced displacement and cultural repression. Diaspora 
communities also have to grapple with what is considered ‘true’ cultural heritage and what 
may be perceived as negative hybrid cultures in their more recent homes.  
Tendencies to essentialism and notions of purity are noted by scholars as dangers to be 
aware of in discussions of cultural affirmation.4 Duraisingh offers a way through in his 
observations on syncretism, emphasising mutual accountability and critique. He states 
that: 
Unwitting accommodation of the gospel to individualism and capitalist 
consumerism among many Christians in the West is clearly a form of 
syncretism incompatible with the gospel. Uncritical acceptance of the 
attitude toward women of patriarchal cultures in the life of the churches in 
the South is another clear case. What is important is for churches to commit 
themselves irrevocably to mutual accountability and critique. Herein is the 
irreplaceable role of dialogue between the local community of Christians, 
and the communion of churches. We are speaking of a dialogue, not an 
edict.5 
Ashcroft’s deliberations on hybridity and the third space in postcolonial theory suggests a 
liminal space of negotiation and co-constitution, rather than contamination when engaging 
in questions of changes in cultural traditions.6  A liminal space emphasises the provisional 
nature of all knowledge, however, it is not usually a permanent location; it is a stop along 
the way to the next phase of life. Perhaps, Volf’s coupling of distance and belonging 
addresses this issue of critique and affirmation, as well as cultural change, more fully. He 
insists that Christians belong to the God of all cultures. In other words, we are people of 
our own culture but also people who see God in all cultures and are, therefore, called to 
 
4 Jione Havea, "Would the Real Native Please Sit Down!" in Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-cultural 
Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004); Jione Havea, 
"The Cons of Contextuality... Kontextuality," in Contextual Theology for the Twenty-First Century, 
ed. Stephen B Bevans and Katalina Tahaafe-Williams (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co, 2012); 
Justo L González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992). 
5 Christopher Duraisingh, "Contextual and Catholic: Conditions for Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics", 
Anglican Theological Review 82, no. 4 (2000), 700. 
6 Bill Ashcroft, "Threshold Theology," in Colonial Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: 
Storyweaving in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Mark G Brett and Jione Havea (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), 10-11. 
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exclude that which is not of God in all cultures, including our own.7   Rev Denise Champion 
offers such a way of interpretation in Yarta Wandatha.8 
The theological theme of pilgrimage resonates with the emphasis in the interviews and the 
official statements on ‘walking together’. It is also a significant theme in the Basis of Union. 
Reflecting on pilgrimage is helpful when pondering how to cultivate a posture of openness 
and commitment to mutually accountable relationships. The Basis of Union states: ‘the 
Church is a pilgrim people, always on the way towards a promised goal; here the Church 
does not have a continuing city but seeks one to come.’ (Para 3.3). To be companions on 
the road requires the church to be called into places that do not satisfy worldly definitions 
of success and control, but requires a donation of the self. As people journeying together 
we are to share our food, bear one another’s burdens and lighten each other’s loads along 
the way. 
Pilgrimage also conjures images of being out of chronos time and being in kairos time – a 
time beyond the ordinary, and particularly connected to God, where there is spaciousness 
and the expectation of surprise and transformation. Being pilgrims, traveling as 
companions to honour God, or engaging in pilgrimage, has the paradox of taking one out 
of everyday life while maintaining connection with the banality of meeting everyday needs 
of eating, sleeping, resting and relationship. The ‘being out of time’ notion of pilgrimage 
resonates with the ‘beyondness’, ‘liminality’, ‘third place’ and ‘hybridity’ spoken of 
extensively in theological scholarship.9 Suggestions for the development of Second 
 
7 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation. The idea of mutual critique is also expressed in Charles R Foster and Theodore 
Brelsford, We Are the Church Together: Cultural Diversity in Congregational Life (Valley Forge, 
Pennsylvania: Trinity International, 1996). 
8 Denise Champion, Yarta Wandatha. (Adelaide, SA: Denise Champion, 2014). 
9 Christopher Duraisingh, "From Church-Shaped Mission to Mission-Shaped Church", Anglican 
Theological Review 92, no. 1 (2010):7-28; Edward Foley, "Eucharist, Postcolonial Theory and 
Developmental Disabilities: A Practical Theologian Revisits the Jesus Table", International Journal 
of Practical Theology 15 (2011): 57-73; Foster and Brelsford, We Are the Church Together: 
Cultural Diversity in Congregational Life; Volker Küster, "Intercultural Theology Is a Must", 
International Bulletin of Missionary Research 38, no. 4 (2014): 171-174, 176; Jung Young Lee, 
Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995); Clive Pearson, 
"Criss-crossing Cultures," in Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-cultural Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive 
Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book Publishing, 2004); Carl F Starkloff, "Church As Structure and 
Communitas: Victor Turner and Ecclesiology", Theological Studies 58, no. 4 (1997): 643-688; 
Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 1997),110-119; Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 
Otherness, and Reconciliation.  
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Peoples theology based on the notion of diaspora or displacement, also emphasise this 
place of uncertainty. This is a place where the faithful can be confronted with their failure 
to live up to God’s expectations while still residing in God’s grace.10 It also resonates with 
the more recent diasporic experience characterised by Matsuoka in the phrase ‘People on 
the way’ and explored through Niue perspectives by Vilitama.11  
It is both the travelling together in the world, but being oriented beyond the world that 
makes pilgrimage this liminal, hybrid or diasporic space. Everything we are is required to 
be brought with us and we are expecting transformation and challenge on the road 
together. This is a call for a theology that is at once home-grown and yet growing towards 
the final home. Pilgrimage also calls for a theological posture that can stand at the margins 
of the world in solidarity and friendship and offer embrace, with truth and justice, to the 
oppressor. It is the inherent paradox of the Christian faith that God is on the side of the 
oppressed, the poor and the victim yet offers forgiveness to the oppressor, the avaricious 
and the attacker. In travelling together, we can see injustice clearly and act on it for the 
good of all the companions; for those who were once strangers have now become friends.  
This whole-hearted posture of justice-seeking pilgrimage is at the heart of being a 
covenanting and multicultural church. God has made the relationship between First and 
Second Peoples possible by empowering the powerless and humbling, or calling to 
repentance, the oppressor. Moreover, we will all be both oppressor and oppressed in our 
lives.12 None of us can claim perfection or innocence, and the journey we are on will only 
 
10 Mark G Brett, "Diaspora and Kenosis As Postcolonial Themes," in Decolonising the Body of 
Christ: Theology and Theory After Empire, ed. David Joy and Joseph Duggan (2012); Seforosa 
Carroll, "Reimagining Home: A Diasporic Perspective on Encounters with the Religious Other in 
Australia. ," in Asian and Oceanic Christianities in Conversation: Exploring Theological Identities at 
Home and in Diaspora, ed. Anri Morimoto, Fumitaka Matsuoka and Heup Young Kim (Amsterdam, 
New York: Rodopi, 2011); Clive Pearson, "Cross-cultural Theologies in Australia: In Search of 
Conversation Partners," in Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-cultural Theologies Down Under, ed. Clive 
Pearson (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004). 
11 Fumitaka Matsuoka, Learning to Speak a New Tongue: Imagining a way that holds people 
together – an Asian American Conversation, (Kindle Edition: Pickwick Publications, 2015). 
Vilitama, Matagi Jessop Don “On Becoming a Liquid Church: Singing the Niuean ‘Fetulaga 
Kerisiano’ on a Distant Shore” (Phd Thesis, Charles Sturt University, November, 2015). 
12 See Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation. See also, Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology for a discussion on a 
theology of marginality’s emphasis on the liberation of both the oppressor and the oppressed. 
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be complete when we come to rest in God. In other words, the transformation of the 
church is continuing and continuous. This means that ‘sorry’ needs to keep being said, for 
the atrocities and sins of the past are in our hearts and minds, and lived through ‘ancient 
memory’. More than this, though, is God’s call to the church to face truth and respond with 
lament and repentance. We are to confront, rather than avoid, that which is uncomfortable 
and disrupts our taken for granted assumptions about the nature of God and the church. 
Critiquing the sustaining of racist structures and processes are an essential part of this 
pilgrimage and includes recognising our own racism and implicit biases against those who 
are ‘other’. Pilgrimage is also a call to be intimately related to one another, to share one 
another’s burdens and to celebrate one another’s joys. Pilgrimage, lastly, reminds the 
church to be in the world but not of it, seeking God’s wisdom on the margins, rather than 
the world’s wisdom, at the centre of power.   
8.2 What to do as a multicultural and covenanting church? 
Out of a whole-hearted posture of openness to justice-seeking pilgrimage comes 
implications for living being a multicultural and covenanting church. First, such a posture is 
only possible through a reliance on God. The young adults and the official statements 
reiterate the necessity of prayer, worship, and study together that enable us to be open to 
the activity of the Holy Spirit. It is through the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the church 
that the barriers that we may see before us become, instead, the richness that God offers. 
The first suggestion then is that the UCA can encourage a life of faith and discipleship for 
the whole church that focuses on a life of prayer and a life of action. There are already 
numerous resources provided by the Assembly that encourage both these actions. The 
questions then become ‘Are these resources appropriate?’ and ‘How are people engaging 
with these resources?’  
Second, to paraphrase the letter of James, words without action are dead. It is the 
frustration with a lack of action in resource sharing and relationship development 
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expressed by the young adults and the official statement that are their main concern. 
While the national UCA has put much effort into providing text and video resources based 
on the official statements, it is uncertain whether they have facilitated change in the 
majority of congregations or other bodies within the UCA. Certainly, the very existence of 
multiple statements witnesses to the failure of the church to follow through on the vision of 
being a multicultural and covenanting church. It is essential, therefore, as suggested in the 
2012 statement and requested by the Covenant audit in 2015, to monitor and evaluate 
how the Uniting Church has implemented these statements. Although not mentioned in the 
official statements or by the young adults, an approach like this could also include 
reviewing the role of National Conferences of diaspora groups in the life of the Uniting 
Church. 
However, for ‘real’ relationships to develop there needs to be opportunities for 
engagement. The transformation of the church requires both intentional structural 
opportunities and the grasping of these opportunities by those in the church. The 
significance for faith development of events like NYALC and NCYC, which have been 
intentionally curated to facilitate connections between First and Second Peoples, cannot 
be underestimated. Smaller experiences like About FACE or ‘Walking on Country’ have 
had similar impacts. The councils of the church, like congregations, presbyteries, synods 
and the assembly, could do well to model their gatherings on these faith events. Church 
bodies could more intentionally focus on making ‘space’ for a multiplicity of world-views to 
be expressed and discussed and, thereby, move beyond token gestures that result in 
maintaining the status quo by keeping the exotic ‘other’ at a distance. To give time for 
conversation and listening, rather than be driven by achieving resolutions, could transform 
the way we meet as church together.  
Moreover, while the construction of official statements is constrained by perceived and real 
expectations of a particular audience, the young adult leaders are also part of this 
audience. The statements need to speak to a range of people and anticipate expectations 
about appropriate and relevant theological language in order for them to gain assent. What 
would it look like if the theological language were also an evocative and intimate language 
issuing both a challenge and invitation to the church as a whole and the church as 
individuals? What would it look like if we expected affirmations at the Assembly to also be 
personal affirmations, to be lived out in everyday life rather than only in the formal 
structures of the UCA?  
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While the young adults and the Covenant and the Preamble statements emphasise the 
need for truth-telling and repentance, it is interesting that such calls are felt to be still 
needed. This appears to be for two reasons. The first is that perhaps it is the call to 
repentance, rather than the unconditional love of God that disturbs the church, especially 
when the call to repentance is both personal and corporate.13 Confronting the church with 
its own failures is a difficult path. No matter the rhetoric of our theology that insists that 
‘nothing can separate us from the love of God’,14 we still find it disturbing to be accused of 
sin and bear responsibility for its consequences. The second is that the repentance is not 
yet finished. In the covenant statements there are certain markers that demonstrate the 
repentance of the UCA towards First Peoples. These have not yet been fulfilled. Moreover, 
in order to both avoid repeating the sins of the past and acknowledge the ongoing impact 
of this sin, the stories of injustice and failure, as well as those of atonement, require 
recounting.  
The young adults’ acknowledgement of brokenness of all relationships, coupled with the 
covenanting statements explicit call to repentance, is something that could be addressed 
in multicultural statements as well. As noted in chapter seven, truth-telling and repentance 
are essential in developing relationships that move beyond the surface. People need to 
know that, not only are they celebrated, but their struggles are also recognised and 
addressed. Such acknowledgement includes identifying and rectifying the inherent cultural 
biases and racism that are embedded in the structures and processes of the UCA. For 
example, pathways to leadership are often predicated, either implicitly or explicitly, on 
proficiency in English and navigating particular types of educational experiences. Meetings 
of the councils of the church require the ability to read, listen to and comprehend complex 
English. As noted by the official statements and in the interviews, the way the UCA 
organises its business tends to privilege task completion over relationship building. 
Although the Manual for Meetings emphasises building up the people of God through 
prayer, worship and study, the ‘business’ of the meeting can often overwhelm this focus. 
Finally, there is already a mandate contained in the official statements to share resources 
across the commonwealth of the UCA. The young adults affirm such a vision. It is the 
Synods and the congregations, however, who have responsibility for most of the material 
 
13 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation, 112. 
14 Romans 8:39 
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resources of the UCA. The failure to distribute resources to places of need asks serious 
questions of the commonwealth of property in the UCA governance system. It also harks 
back to the changes to property regulations at the 2009 Assembly. There is a serious 
spiritual matter here that needs to be addressed by the whole church, for if we affirm that 
all wealth ultimately belongs to God then what stops the church from reallocating material 
wealth from one part of the church to another? As a church we need to confront our 
grasping of material wealth and re-orient our hearts. A whole-hearted posture of justice-
seeking pilgrimage that relies on God and expects transformation is the approach that 
emerges out of these reflections. 
8.3 Transformed practice 
Both the young adult voices and the official statements lay before the UCA a vision for 
what the reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation could look like. It will be a 
‘church for all God’s people’, where people of different cultures come together and 
celebrate the blessings that God has given them. It will be a church that holds each other 
accountable for the injustice done in their name. It will be a church that acts with a 
generosity of heart, sharing as family and friends in the household of God and offering 
forgiveness. It will be a church of deep listening or as Miriam-Rose Unganmerr says in the 
language of her people: ‘Dadirri’.15 This is a deep listening to memory, to the land, to each 
other and to God. It will be a church that embodies the call that God has laid on it, carrying 
itself with a posture of openness and commitment to God and to each other. And this 
church will ‘walk together’ as pilgrims seeking the city of God, on the way towards the 
promised goal of reconciliation and renewal. The question I am left with is this: What does 
this posture mean for my ministry practice? The best way I can describe this posture is 
through a story from an Assembly nearly 10 years later than my 2009 experience. 
At the 2015 Assembly, it was determined that ‘a significant priority for its [UCA’s] life during 
the next triennium is to explore with Congress what it would mean for the practices of the 
Church to recognise and affirm that First Peoples are sovereign Peoples’ (15.08).16 In 
 
15 Miriam-Rose Unganmerr is a significant First Peoples Leader in the Catholic Church in Australia. 
“Dadirri” Miriam Rose Foundation, 1988, https://www.miriamrosefoundation.org.au/about-
dadirri/dadirri-text Accessed 3 September, 2019. 
16 The minutes of the UCA Triennial National Assembly can be found here 
https://assembly.uca.org.au/about/triennial-assembly#15th-assembly-2018  
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2018, the Assembly recognised that First Peoples are sovereign (18.09) and, 
consequently, the Assembly Standing Committee convened a task group to make 
recommendations for the practical outworking of such an affirmation.   
In November of 2018 I was asked to convene this task group. Convening this group has 
been, is, and will continue to be, a great opportunity to live out what it means to be a 
multicultural and covenanting church. The Assembly Standing Committee has ensured 
that there are three UAICC members and three UCA members on the Task Group. These 
people have been chosen for their theological acumen, experience in the field and their 
approach to listening and learning. Of the members of the task group, there are 3 First 
Peoples, 3 First or Second Generation CALD migrants and one Anglo. We are resourced 
by a Covenanting Co-ordinator, who is a former president of the UCA and able to speak 
Yolŋu-Matha, as well as by a Theologian-in-Residence who is also a CALD migrant. In its 
very nature, our group reflects the affirmations of the UCA in being a multicultural and 
covenanting church.  
My challenge as convenor is to ensure that we build relationships with each other while 
working through our tasks as brothers and sisters in Christ. Building on the insights gained 
from the young adults and the official statements I have endeavoured to create an 
environment that explicitly relies on the work of the Holy Spirit and provides space for 
listening and learning and robust discussion. For example, the structure of our first face-to-
face meeting was organized around times of prayer and worship. We shared our lives and 
ministry. We listened to each other’s hurts and joys. We did not try to fix each other’s 
understandings, but listened, prayed and discussed our hopes for the next steps. The 
conversations were relaxed and marked by curiosity. By the end of our three days, we had 
grown into a faith community, a household of God, that has at its heart a desire to see 
God’s vision for the church being enacted. The meeting was not easy, but nor was it so 
hard that people wanted to turn away. We finished our first meeting with a commitment 
that we are on a journey together, or a malaga.17 as one participant put it in their heart 
 
17 Malaga is a Samoan word with connotations of journey. One of the exercises we did following 
our first meeting was to imagine how to communicate the invitation to journey in the different 
languages and styles of the members of the group. Our first communication to the church starts, 
‘We are going on a malaga –  buna limurr dharrwuṯthun rrambaŋi’ https://uniting.church/come-with-
us-on-a-journey/. The second phrase is from Yolŋu-Matha, the diverse language groups of North-
East Arnhem land in the Northern Territory.  
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language. We also desired the whole of the UCA to accompany us on this journey of 
listening, learning and walking together. We have met since via desktop conferencing and 
have endeavoured to hear and pray for each other and our ministries.  
As I prepare for each meeting, I keep in mind the young adults desire to seek discomfort, 
rather than smooth over potential conflict or difference, so that I hear all the ways God may 
speak. I am reminded again and again that the recommendations that we suggest will only 
be as powerful as the actions that accompany them. As a group, therefore, we are 
committed to helping the whole church know that there are small steps and large steps to 
living out the vision of being a covenanting church. Just knowing some of the history of our 
official statements, gained through this thesis, has enabled me to point people to the 
witnesses of the past, express lament and grief for lack of progress, joy and hope where 
we have seen change and to keep faith in the hope of the reconciliation and renewal of the 
whole creation that is the promise of God. It is this whole-hearted posture of pilgrimage 
towards God and towards each other that makes participating in this task group both 
exciting and daunting. Yet, through this opportunity God’s love and grace can be made 
known and the reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation may be glimpsed.  
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Appendix 1:  Ethics Approval 
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Appendix 2: Describing the church 
What words, images or Scripture come to mind when you think of 
'church'? 
Words, Images, Scripture Interview Participant 
Universal and Local Church Andrew (Anglo) 
Georgia (Anglo) 
Connie (Anglo) 
family Andrew (Anglo) 
Ben (2nd Gen Asian) 
Freda (First Peoples) 
Ellen (First Peoples) 
Linda (Anglo) 
Peter (Anglo) 
home Ben (2nd Gen Asian) 
Olivia (Anglo) 
Linda (Anglo) 
community Kate (Anglo) 
Andrew (Anglo) 
Ben (2nd Gen Asian) 
cultural community Tom (2nd Gen Asian) 
permeable community beyond roof of religion Donna (Anglo) 
people rather than buildings Olivia (Anglo) 
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Iesha (First Peoples) 
Peter (Anglo) 
traditional church (over 60, white, formal, 
quiet, cold buildings) 
Peter (Anglo) 
a loving people Peter (Anglo) 
church as more than sunday Tom (2nd Gen Asian) 
worship, liturgy Georgia (Anglo) 
sanctuary Olivia (Anglo) 
Spiral Donna (Anglo) 
easter, cross,  Kate (Anglo) 
cross, sacrificial love Iesha (First Peoples) 
community following christ Connie (Anglo) 
Iesha (First Peoples) 
Peter (Anglo) 
Tom (2nd Gen Asian) 
body of christ Leah (Pacific Islander) 
Connie (Anglo) 
Linda (Anglo) 
Rose (2nd Gen Asian) 
imperfect people until new creation Rose (2nd Gen Asian) 
doing God's work Leah (Pacific Islander) 
movement of spirit, presence of spirit Ellen (First Peoples) 
Rose (2nd Gen Asian) 
Peter (Anglo) 
Iesha (First Peoples) 
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radical Jesus 
radical discipleship 
church at place of hardship 
Ellen (First Peoples) 
Emily (2nd Gen Asian) 
Ben (2nd Gen Asian) 
Ellen (First Peoples 
more than Sunday Kate (Anglo) 
Emily (2nd Gen Asian) 
Peter (Anglo) 
Acts Church Olivia (Anglo) 
Linda (Anglo) 
Church as foundation Leah (Pacific Islander) 
Bride of Christ Rose (2nd Gen Asian) 
Split Personality Ellen (First Peoples) 
Running Creek Iesha (First Peoples) 
Hospital Emily (2nd Gen Asian)  
Linda (Anglo) 
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